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ABSTRACT

On Supreme Bliss: A Study of the History
and Interpretation of the Cakrasamvara Tantra

David Barton Gray

This thesis explores the development of an important Indian Buddbhist scripture, the
Cakrasamvara Tantra, and the tradition of exegesis and practice based upon it. It consists
of an edition and translation of the first four chapters of the Cakrasamvara Tantra, as well
as a translation of the corresponding portion of Tsongkhapa’s Total lllumination of the
Hidden Meaning, a Tibetan commentary on this scripture. These texts are contextualized
via efforts to define “Tantric Buddhism” as it is understood by the tradition itself, and via
explorations of both the intellectual and socio-historical contexts within which Tantric
Buddhism developed, and the ways in which different subtraditions within it were
elaborated and categorized.

It is argued that a common element of Tantric traditions is their resistance to the
hegemonic ideology of caste. An exploration of this ideology and Buddhist resistance to it
is undertaken. Tantric discourse was deployed as a form of resistance against caste
ideology, but also constituted a counter ideology, which centered around the figure of the
guru as a nexus of power and authority, and articulated in the model of the mandala.

The Cakrasamvara Tantra is notable for the strong presence of “non-Buddhist
elements”. The Cakrasamvara Tantra is a composite text drawing from diverse sources,
and while it probably reached its final form in a Buddhist monastic context, there is
significant textual evidence suggesting that it was the product of a non-monastic, renunciant
milieu in which sectarian identification was not particularly relevant. The Cakrasamvara
Tantra is, in Lévi-Strauss’ terms, a bricolage. It provides a particularly striking example of

the processes of adaptation and reinterpretation which have continually led to the



development of religious traditions. The Cakrasamvara’s identification as a Buddhist
tradition was the result of the efforts of commentators in India who constructed it as such,

and by Tibetan commentators, who completed this process of adaptation.
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ABBREVIATIONS

The following abbreviations are used for frequently cited texts in this work. For

more information concerning these texts see the Bibliography of Primary Sources below.

For convenience, this list is repeated there as well.
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CST
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DM
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EC
GST
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HB
HV
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KV
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Abhayakaragupta. frisampzt;atantraréja;ika‘mndyamaﬁjari-ndma.
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Cakrasamvara Tantra
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Grags-pa rGyal-mtshan’s dpal he ru ka’i byung tshul.

Sﬁhevajra Mahatantraraja
§risarvabuddhasamdyogaddkinijdlasamvara-ndma-uttaratantra

Tsongkhapa’s bde mchog bsdus pa’i rgyud kyi rgya cher bshad pa sbas pa'i don
kun gsal ba

Khyavajravarahi-abhidhana-tantrottara-varahi-abhibodhiya
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LH
LL
LS
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Lhasa edition of Tsongkhapa’s Collected Works.
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MVV
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SP
SS
ST
SV

TP
TS
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VP
VS
YS

Kambalipa’s Sadhananidana-sricakrasamvara-nama-parijika
Samputa-nama-mahatantra

Devagupta’s .§ﬁcakrasamvara-sarvasédhanam-sanna-n[zma-_tikd
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Samvarodaya Tantra
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Chapter One
The Study of the Cakrasamvara Tantra:

Contextualizing the Tantric

Historically, this work began with a study of the Cakrasamvara Tantra, an Indian
Buddhist scripture which was composed, as will be argued below, by the eighth century, as
well as a commentary on it, The Total [llumination of the Hidden Meaning, written by the
Tibetan savant Tsongkhapa (1357-1419 CE). The resulting edition and translation of the
first four chapters of the Tantra and a translation of the corresponding commentary are
included as appendices to this work. This work as a whole centers upon issues that arose
in the context of studying these works, and in particular with the issues of the production of
the mandala and the rites of initiation conducted therein, which are the subjects of the first
four chapters of the Tantra.

An overriding goal of this work is to place the Cakrasamvara Tantra . the context
of the tradition of study and practice that centers on it, and to shed light in particular on the
history of its development in India, and, to a lesser extent, its transmission to Tibet. which
began during the tenth century. This first chapter begins with an attempt to clear the
ground, so to speak, by exploring some of the misrepresentations of Buddhist and Tantric
traditions that have been propounded by past generations of Orientalist scholars. While
these mistakes are unlikely to be repeated by present day scholars, as the views were once
widely held and are perhaps still held by those who are not specialists it is worthwhile to
briefly address them. This is followed by a definition of the Tantric, and an exploration of
the “origins” of Tantric traditions, which are held here to be multiple.

This study seeks to contextualize the Cakrasamvara Tantra by exploring the way
in which it was studied and practiced in India and Tibet. This means that it is not sufficient
to study, for example, simply a Tantra, but that attention should also be paid to its

interpretation. With the Cakrasamvara Tantra there is fortunately a very large amount of



[§%)

commentaries, which reveal the variant ways in which a scripture is interpreted. There are
also many ritual manuals, the study of which can reveal how specific elements of a
scripture are selected and articulated to produce a tradition of practice dependent upon the
scripture, but are in effect independent elements which characterize the distinct lineages of
practice all of which arise and diverge from the root scripture.

Itis also important to place Buddhist Tantric traditions in the context of the larger
Mahayana Buddhist tradition in which they developed. Liu wrote that “though Tantrism
was a general phenomenon among Indian religions of this period, Buddhist Tantrism had
its own track of development and was based on Mahayana thought and practices.”
(1998:28) Chapter Two attempts to prove Liu’s point by arguing that many of the
transgressive aspects of Tantric discourse are only understandable when placed in the larger
context of Mahayana Buddhist discourse, within which they are largely comprehensible.

There are two reasons why it is important to address the transgressive elements of
the Cakrasamvara Tantra. One is that these elements, which particularly attracted the
interest of past scholars, were often misinterpreted precisely because these scholars did not
take into account the larger intellectual context in which they were written and considered
meaningful. Placing them in this context, however, will not only correct past
misinterpretations, but also allow the formulation of a more sophisticated model of Tantric
polities and politics. In short, it will be argued in this work that Tantric traditions should
not be considered as “otherworldly” and “spiritual” traditions within which concern with
“worldly” matters such as sexuality are aberrations. Rather, Tantric traditions were very
much concerned with this world and its politics, and rather than transcend the world per se,
Tantric practitioners sought a mastery within the world. Rather than bifurcating the cosmos
into mundane and transcendent realms and seeking to escape from the former to the latter,
the Buddhist Tantric cosmos was composed of interdependent, hierarchical levels

throughout which the adept seeks to attain mastery. This Weltanschauung contributed to



the development of distinct Tantric political and social ideologies, which contributed to the
dissemination of the traditions throughout Asia.

Chapter Three seeks to contextualize this Tantric discourse, by looking in particular
at the social ideology found within it. In particular, it explores an important tendency found
in Tantric texts such as the Cakrasamvara Tantra, which is the presence of discourse
which runs counter to the dominant hegemonic ideology of the caste system. In this
chapter the nature of this ideology is explored as well as several of the Buddhist responses
to it, including those occurring in Tantric texts. It will be argued that while Tantric
discourse can be understood as resisting this dominant ideology, it also has its own,
counter-ideology, which focuses on the establishment of the guru as an alternate figure of
authority. This ideology was influential in India, where it succeeded in establishing itself as
an alternative but probably never dominant viewpoint, but in Tibet it was particularly
influential, and continues to this day to serve as a central paradigm of authority in Tibetan
communities.

It will also be argued that elements of Tantric discourse, such as its mythology and
rituals, since they lack any fixed or intrinsic meaning or function, could be and in fact were
articulated in different ways and in different social contexts to fulfill different purposes.
Hence the same rite, such as the rite of initiation, could be understood as an act of resistance
to the dominant caste ideology in India, while also constructing an alternative hierarchy
centering around the figure of the guru. Not only rites, but also myths and deities, are
adapted to different contexts and appropriated by different traditions and are transformed in
the process. From a broader perspective, it will be argued that religious traditions in
general derive from diverse origins, and are the products of ever-changing demands of the
societies in which they function.

Chapter Four seeks to clarify the place the Cakrasamvara Tantra in the field of
Buddhist scholarship, and thus describes the place of the Cakrasamvara Tantra in the
schemes of Indian and Tibetan Buddhist doxography, and its relationship to the large body



of works which are traditionally associated with it. As some of these taxonomic schemes
deliberately correlate the texts to social categories, an exploration of Tantric Buddhist
doxography is relevant to the larger issue of the social history.

Chapter Five looks at the textual history of the Tantras in general, arguing that while
the ultimate origin(s) of the Tantras are probably unknowable, available evidence points
toward the entry of Tantric traditions into the monasteries during the seventh century. with
their widespread adoption in the monastic context underway by the eighth century. This s,
it will be argued, the most likely period of composition of the Cakrasamvara Tantra.

Chapter Six deals directly with the Cakrasamvara Tantra itself, which hitherto
remained a peripheral presence in this study. Both the form and content of its text is
surveyed, and a genealogy of sorts is conducted, which explores the texts, both Buddhist
and Hindu, which can be understood as influencing it, either directly or indirectly. It
concludes with a look at the Buddhist deity Heruka, the central deity of this text, and in
particular an exploration of the myth of Heruka’s subduing of Bhairava and Kalaratri,
which played an important role in the dissemination of this tradition to Tibet and the
Himalayan regions.

One of the central problems that faces the scholar of Tantric traditions is their
obscurity, which has hindered the development of the field of Tantric studies, despite the
importance of Tantric traditions in both Indian and, with Buddhist traditions in particular,
Asian religious history. It is probably mainly for this reason that they have received
relatively little recognition in the West, despite the achievement of Japanese scholars, who
have written extensively on the topic, although principally from the perspective of the
Japanese traditions of esoteric Buddhism.

The Tantras themselves have received little attention in part because few have
survived in Sanskrit, the preferred object of Indological studies, and those that have
typically do not conform well to the standards of classical grammar or poetics. Tantric

Buddhism had died out in the sub-Himalayan regions of India by the time that the British



entered the scene, i.e., by the eighteenth century,' and most of its texts were lost. It was not
until this century for the most part that scholars have had access to both the surviving
Sanskrit texts preserved in Nepal, and to the Tibetan world in which the tradition was
preserved intact, both in text and practice.

Even with access to the texts, however, the Tantras are still typically quite obscure;
according to the tradition, a complex hermeneutic is required to unlock their often multiple
layers of meaning; to gain even an approximate understanding one needs quite a bit more
than language skills. The Tibetans generally considered that these prerequisites would
include thorough understanding of the tradition in general, as well as help from a qualified
instructor concerning the particulars, along with at least an introduction to the meditative
practices. As a result, the study of the Tantras was generally restricted to a relatively smail
number of persons who had both the motivation and the capability to undertake such a
considerable course of studies.

There has been an increase in the number of studies dedicated to the Buddhist
Tantras over the past few decades, spurred in part by the exile of Tibetan scholars and
gurus whose teaching activity in the West has led to an increasing awareness of the
traditions among both scholars and ordinary persons. A number of popular books have
been written, and the number of critical editions has increased as well, particularly in the

area of the Kalacakratantra;* the growing interest in this Tantra was no doubt inspired by

! This date is much later than typically given; most scholars associate the demise of Buddhism in India
with the thirteenth century depredations of the Turks in the Buddhist heartland of northeastern India.

Hazra, for example, argued that due to a decline of patronage and Muslim attacks Buddhism suffered a
double blow from which it could not recover. (1995:392-95) This appears to have been the case with
monastic Buddhism, which was already on the decline in many parts of India (see Heitzman 1984) and
which was kept alive in the northeast in large part through the patronage of the Pilas; with the Turkish
invasion both their patrons and monasteries were destroyed, and did not recover. On the other hand, it will
be argued in chapter 3 that the Tantric traditions were the product of liminal renunciates who tended toward
non-sectarianism, and there is some evidence that Tantric Buddhist traditions continued to survive in India
for quite some time following the devastation of the monasteries, even if their “Buddhist” identity was
attenuated. This is suggested by the visit of Buddhaguptanatha, a “Buddhist” nith siddha who visited
Tibet in 1590 CE, and took on as his disciple the well-known Tibetan historian, Taranatha. Buddhism did
of course survive in out of the way places such as Nepal, and also in an attenuated form in Orissa, as Vasu
(1911) has shown. See also Dasgupta 1946, pp. 259 ff.

2 See for example the dissertations of Wallace (1995) and Hartzell (1997).



the large, public bestowals of its initiation by H. H. the Dalai Lama and other high lamas
around the world. The Buddhist Tantric works which have been thus studied, however, are
a small fraction of the total. There are thousands of works on the subject of the Tantras that
were translated into Tibetan between the eighth and fourteenth centuries; of these most of
the Sanskrit “originals” have been lost, but even of the texts for which Sanskrit manuscripts
have been located only a few have been studied in any depth, much fewer edited and
translated. This is no doubt due in part to the difficulty of these texts, which remain
challenging even when one has acquired the significant language skills needed to even
approach them.

Today the researcher into Indo-Tibetan Tantric traditions is aided by six factors
which, taken together, enable one to shed light on hitherto little-known traditions. They are:
1) the not insubstantial number of Sanskrit texts that have been discovered; 2) the generally
excellent quality of the Tibetan translations; 3) a small but sound group of reliable editions
and studies and in Western languages and Japanese; 4) the assistance of Tibetans scholars
who are often quite willing to help with the task of elucidation, so long as the traditions are
treated respectfully; 5) the plethora of excellent commentaries written by generations of
Tibetan scholars, which, although generally untranslated, are a great aid to fluent readers; 6)
the Chinese canon, which remains a vast but largely untransiated and unexplored record of
the past eighteen hundred years of Buddhist history. All of these factors have been utilized,
to varying degrees, in this study.

One of the purposes of this dissertation is to bring together a number of these
resources in the study of an important but hitherto neglected Tantra, the Cakrasamvara
Tantra, which is the “root” text of a significant tradition of Tantric Buddhism. Judging by
the vast corpus of texts in the Cakrasamvara corpus which was translated into Tibetan, it
must have been quite important in India by the time this translation activity began in the
tenth century. It was received with great appreciation by the Tibetans, who in turn

disseminated it into Central Asia and Mongolia. Its study and practice by Tibetans and by



those Buddhists instructed or influenced by the Tibetans have continued uninterrupted to
this day.

The Cakrasamvara Tantra’s content, significance and relationship to the larger
body of Tantric literature will be the subject of chapter four. Here it is important to note
that it is one of the most important of the so-called “Mother” or Yogini Tantras, which are
characterized by an increased emphasis upon the feminine principle of wisdom (prajia). in
part due to an historical relationship with the “Wisdom” class of Mahayana literature, the
Prajiaparamita, which is also the name of a Goddess, the Mother of the Buddhas, as well
as an increasing presence of feminine figures, of goddesses, dakinis and yoginis.

This dissertation will contribute to our knowledge of this trend in Indian religion
which became in turn of central significance in Tibet, and the contribution will be
significant, not so much due to the virtues of this work, but because so little work has been
done in this field. The pioneer here is Giuseppe Tucci, who has written several works
relevant to the Cakrasamvara (1932, 1935, 1949, 1961), and whose descriptions of artistic
representations of its mandala remain unsurpassed. Snellgrove edited and translated the
Hevajra Tantra (1959), an important and closely related Tantra, which is an work marred
only by his failure to translate the more scandalous portions of the text. His later works on
the history of Indo-Tibetan Tantric Buddhism (1987, 1988) are also important. Kvaerne
prepared an edition and translation of the Caryagitikosa (1977), which remains a standard
resource for the study of this branch of Tantric literature. Tsuda (1974) contributed a
partial edition and translation of the Samvarodaya, an Explanatory Tantra of the
Cakrasamvara, and has subsequently produced a series of interesting articles, the
significance of which shall be addressed below (1978, 1982, 1990). Kalff produced a
partial edition and translation of another Explanatory Tantra, the Abhidhanottara (1979),
and Elder edited and translated the first section (kalpa) of the Samputa Tantra (1978), the

exact portion of which has since been re-edited, but not retranslated, by Skorupski (1996).



Until now the Cakrasamvara Tantra itself has not been edited or translated,
although Cicuzza has prepared a soon-to-be published edition of Vajrapani’s commentary
on the first chapter of the Cakrasamvara Tantra; this work contains the first ten and one
half verses of the chapter, which Cicuzza has already edited and published (1997). Aside
from that, Wayman has throughout his various works translated scatiered verses from the
Tantra. as has Shaw in her book (1994): neither of them. however, consulted the Sanskrit,
and worked primarily from Tibetan translations and Tsongkhapa’s commentary.

Other works on the topic have been either deceptive or obscure. An example of the
former would include Kazi Dawa-Samdup’s Shrichakrasambhara Tantra: A Buddhist
Tantra (1919), which actually has nothing to do with the Cakrasamvara Tantra itself, but
is an English translation and Tibetan edition of a number of minor Cakrasamavara texts,
including mandalavidhi, abhisekaprakarana, and stotra texts. In the more obscure (but
certainly important nonetheless) category we might include Finot’s (1934) edition of
Sanskrit sadhana texts found in China, several of which can be included within the
Cakrasamvara corpus. One of these, the Hastapujavidhi, was translated into German by
Meisezahl (1985), who also edited the Tibetan editions.

The neglect of the Cakrasamvara by Indologists and Buddhologists is no doubt
due to its relative inaccessibility, namely the lack of abundant Sanskrit manuscripts; only
one reliable manuscript has been recently discovered, and it is incomplete.’ Until recently,
then, this work has been accessible only to scholars who are both fluent in Tibetan and
conversant with Tantric discourse, which no doubt accounts for its relative obscurity, and

also may have contributed to errors on the part of scholars unfamiliar with it.*

? While it is tempting to attribute this neglect to a Sanskritic bias on the part of previous generations of
scholars, such an accusation is unfair, in that it is very difficult to translate the Tantras on the basis of the
Tibetan translations alone; while I had been reading and translating Tibetan commentaries on the
Cakrasamvara Root Tantra for years, it was only after I located and began to study the Sanskrit manuscripts
that I even considered undertaking an edition and translation of the Root Tantra itself, and even then only a
relatively small portion of it.

* For example, Hock, in discussing the texts that may have been associated with the Heruka images at
Ratnagiri, cites the Hevajra. As far as I can tell, there is no reason to focus on the Hevajra rather than the
large number of other Heruka Tantras, unless one’s access to them is limited to what is available in



This project, then, in undertaking the edition and translation of the first four
chapters of the Cakrasamvara Tantra, as well as the translation of the relevant portions of
Tsongkhapa’s commentary, and an exploration of the earlier Indian and Tibetan
commentaries, will contribute in some small way to our understanding of this tradition.
Perhaps, through its exploration of the ways in which a certain sort of ideological discourse
is produced from the myths and rituals that are, respectively, the context and subject of this
text, it may contribute as well to our understanding of Indian and Tibetan religious and

political history.

1.1 “Tantrism” and Colonialism

As mentioned above, the obscurity surrounding Tantric texts and traditions has
obstructed to some extent the development of a broad and deep understanding of them
among scholars in the West. This lack has led to their being misrepresented by both some
Western and also some Indian scholars; some examples of these misrepresentations will be
discussed below. These misrepresentations arose out of what Ruegg identifies as “a
persistent tendency to stress, without due regard to its religious, psychological and
philosophical outlook as a whole and without paying enough attention to its symbolic
systems, one particular aspect represented in these texts such as the erotic.” (Ruegg

1967:20) This misrepresentation is no doubt due to the difficulty, ambiguity and complex

translation, leaving only Snellgrove’s edition of the Hevajra. In fact, the vast number of texts translated
into Tibetan connected with the Cakrasamvara is far greater than those connected with the Hevajra,
suggesting that among this class of Tantras the Cakrasamvara was by far the most popular in India.
Tibetan prejudice does not seem to be a factor here; the Hevajra was one of the most important Tantras
practiced by the Sa-skya-pa and the bKa’-brgyud-pa, with whom were associated a significant number of
important translators. Hock wrote “The presence of Heruka in a single large sculpture and on two small
stupas assures us that some version of the Hevajra tantra was known at Ratnagiri for Heruka is first found
in this text.” (p. 6) The dating of texts such as the Hevajra and the Cakrasamvara is unclear, so there is
no certain basis for even such a relative dating. The inaccessibility of this text must be the reason for her
failure to take it into account, particularly given her citation of an article by Debala Mitra, in which she
identifies an image from Ratnagiri as a Samvara image. (Mitra 1961, op. cit. Hock 1987 p. 15).



10

symbolism of the Tantras; it may also, however, be attributed to a failure of more
philologically oriented scholars to see the texts in their contexts; that it is, to try to
understand their relationship to the praxis with which the Tantric traditions were and are
preeminently concerned. And while the historical contexts of the texts will most likely
never be fully transparent, obscured as they are by the mists of history, they can at least be
approached, via appreciation of the ways in which the texts are understood and practiced by
both their commentators as well as by contemporary Buddhists. The contextualization of
Tantric texts will be a primary concern of this study, particularly regarding their relationship
to praxis.

Orzech has noted the prevalence and importance of Buddhist Tantric traditions in
Eurasia; their adherents spread from India into East, Southeast Asia, and Central Asia, as
far West as Astrakhan in the Caucasus Mountains, the gateway to Europe. (Orzech 1998:8)
Despite their historic and continued importance as a world religious tradition, they have
been attacked as nefarious, superstitious or degenerate cult, a cause of the decline of
Buddhism in India by scholars ranging from Monier-Williams (1819-1899) to Conze.’
While these misrepresentations are unlikely to be repeated today, it is still important to draw
attention to them, since scholars such as Conze are still widely read and thus likely to
influence the non-specialist. Conze, who specialized in Mahayana sitras rather than the
Tantras, nonetheless had no qualms about writing about Buddhist Tantrism, which, he
claimed, *“deviates completely from its original teachings, and prepares the way for its own
extinction”. (1951:190) He thus evokes the old chronology of the decline of Indian
civilization, which, as Inden has shown, is inseparable from the British Colonialist
enterprise.® Conze also takes the path well-worn by Victorian moralists such as Monier-

Williams, which was to take textual passages out of context and use them as a basis for

5 Monier-Williams, who was active in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, was hostile to Buddhism
in general, viewing it as he did through the narrow lens of Victorian morality and Christian missionary
condemnation; specific examples of his rhetoric are quoted below.

¢ This is the central argument of Inden’s important 1990 book.
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slamming the tradition. Conze, for example, quotes some of the more scandalous lines
from the Guhyasamaja Tantra, and then condemns the tradition as an “aberration of the
human mind.” (1951:195)

These attacks cannot be divorced from the enterprise of colonialism, the context in
which they were made, or the institutions of Orientalism, which though spawned in the
colonial context continue challenged but unbowed to this day.” Generally speaking, their
authors tended to ignore the social realities, in which Tantric traditions were often extremely
popular and influential in a wide array of Asian societies. Orzech notes that:

This popularity was not accidental, and it is no exaggeration to say that the Buddhist
tantras were among the most important vehicles for the spread of Indian political
and religious ideas throughout East, Central, and Southeast Asia. The literal
English rendering of its common East Asian name ( Mi-chiao, “esoteric teaching”)
gives the misleading impression that it is practiced only in secret, occult groups.
While access to the most profound of its “mysteries” is indeed given through
initiation, most of these initiations are quite public in character, and its mysteries are
of the same sort as those found in Catholic or Orthodox sacramental theology. Like
the Catholic traditions of Europe, Esoteric Buddhism was patronized by kings,
courtiers, and aristocrats in grand temples with elaborate public ceremony. (1998:8)
The dismissal of Tantrism as an aberration, and the consequent failure to recognize its
social, political and historical significance, results from approaching the Tantric traditions

textually without consideration of their social realities. This approach is part and parcel of

’ Said (1978) argues that “institutions of Orientalism” can be traced back to the relationships “of power, of
domination, of varying degrees of a complex hegemony” (p.5) which characterized colonialism. Amongst
these institutions he included academies, books, congresses, universities, etc. (p. 6), which seems to be a
rather broad list. He defines Orientalism, however, as a type of discourse characterized by “a Western style
for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient” (p.3), as well as “a style of thought
based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the
time) ‘the Occident’.” (p.2) So while there may be nothing intrinsically “Orientalist” to these instiutions,
there may be a tendency toward the production of Orientalist discourse and practices, in that such
institutions may be a sort of “habitus” productive of Orientalist discourse. He argued that “the
metamorphosis of a relatively innocuous philological subspecialty into a capacity for managing political
movements, administering colonies, making nearly apocalyptic statements representing the White Man's
difficult civilizing mission — all this is something at work within a purportedly liberal culture, one full of
concern for its vaunted norms of catholicity, plurality, and open-mindedness. In fact, what took place was
the very opposite of liberal: the hardening of doctrine and meaning, imparted by ‘science’, into ‘truth’. For
if such truth reserved for itself the right to judge the Orient as immutably Oriental in the ways I have
indicated, then liberality was no more than a form of oppression and mentalistic prejudice.” (p. 254) It is
not my concern to evaluate these broad claims, as this has already been done elsewhere (see for example
Young 1990 pp. 119-40). My purpose here is to show that a colonial hegemonic discourse which might
very well be labeled “Orientalist” contributed to the scholarly neglect and rejection of the Tantras as an
important object of inquiry. One might object here that Said’s critique does not apply to South Asia.
Almond (1988), Inden (1990) and the essayists in Lopez (1995b), however, have argued persuasively that it
does.



colonial modes of engagement with “native” traditions.® In the South Asian context, as
Kapferer has argued, native traditions were subordinated and defined as “weak” vis-a-vis
the hegemonic colonial power, and native religious traditions, particularly those labeled
“superstitious” or “idolatrous” from the perspective of Christianity, which aligned itself
with the hegemonic power of the colonizers, were spurned, and even attacked by
indigenous “purification” movements which were ideologically influenced by colonialism
and incorporated within the structures of colonial rule.’

Tantric traditions, with their colorful pantheons of deities and fascination with
supernatural powers and magical arts, were attacked as superstitious, and denied fair,
unbiased scholarly treatment, for colonialism was based upon the subordination of native
traditions and institutions; the physical violence on which colonialism depended was
justified by means of a hermeneutic violence, a misrepresentation of Asian societies and
history. This was practiced by scholars who were agents of colonialism, or products of the
Orientalist academic milieu. Kapferer notes that “The British claim of a ‘natural right’ to
rule was founded in their belief in the advanced stage of their civilization, its basis in a
rationality validated in their expansion of scientific knowledge and technological progress.

The power of the British appeared to rest in their ‘rational knowledge’.” (1983:32) But this

* Said is adamant in his insistence that Orientalist discourse involves the misrepresentation of its intended
objects, with the implication that it thus tells us more about the culture in which it was produced than the
culture it purports to describe. He wrote that “in any instance of at least written language, there is no such
thing as a delivered presence, but a re-presence, or a representation. The value, efficacy, strength and
apparent veracity of a written statement about the orient therefore relies very little, and cannot
instrumentally depend, on the Orient as such. On the contrary, the written statement is a presence to the
reader by virtue of its having excluded, displaced, made supererogatory any such real thing as ‘the Orient’.
Thus all of Orientalism stands forth and away from the Orient; that Orientalism makes sense at all depends
more on the West than on the Orient, and this sense is directly indebted to various Western techniques of
representation that make the Orient visible, clear, ‘there’ in discourse about it. And these representations
rely upon institutions, traditions, conventions, agreed-upon codes of understanding for their effects, not
upon a distant and amorphous Orient.” (1978:21-22) Said unfortunately runs into a difficulty here. for if
representation is indeed impossible one might wonder on what basis is he is able to criticize the
Orientalists. (Young 1990:138) Young, while highlighting Said’s methodological problems, takes Said’s
point here a bit further, arguing that “Orientalism did not just misrepresent the Orient, but also articulated
an internal dislocation within Western culture, a culture which consistently fantasizes itself as constituting
some kind of integral totality, at the same time as endlessly deploring its own impending
dissolution...Orientalism represents the West's own internal dislocation, misrepresented as an external
dualism between East and West.” (1990:139-40). Orientalist “knowledge” of the Orient is thus
misknowledge to the extent to which it misconceives and/or misrepresents its object.

? See Kapferer 1983, p. 33,4.
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appearance was at times deceptive, as their “knowledge” so often turned out to be
misknowledge, distorted, sometimes perhaps knowingly but often unknowingly, as a
justification for a hegemony based on violence.'®

In the case of Buddhism, the approach used by Orientalists was a study of the texts,
but typically without considerations of their contexts. As a result, their conclusions often
matched their negative presuppositions which served as their interpretive paradigm. In the
case of Tantrism it did not take much skill to ferret out “‘scandalous” passages in the Tantras
and use that as a basis for condemning the tradition. More often than not, however,
Buddhist texts concerned with ritual, which includes the majority of Tantric texts, were
simply ignored."' The other approach, which was “positive” in that it involved more than
explicit condemnation, involved a study of the texts to discern the original intentions of the
author and thus the “original”, *pure” state of Buddhism before it was corrupted by
superstitions; such was the project of the Pali Text Society, founded in 1881 by T. W. Rhys
Davids. Although the contribution made by members of the society, particularly in the
edition and translations of texts, was great, their mistakes cannot be ignored. For through
their hermeneutic they produced a distorted picture of Buddhist traditions, distorted by the
imposition of the colonizers’ own peculiar conundrums.

A most significant conundrum is the Protestant rejection of Catholicism and most
particularly the ritualism which characterized the latter in Protestant representations.
Protestant missionaries played a significant role in the British colonialist construction of

(mis)representations of India; the study of Buddhism during this period characteristically

' Nigel Crook discussed the curious paradox concemning colonialist knowledge. The British were obsessed
with gathering information on India, but tended toward superficial, broad encompassing generalization,
holding the view that thereby “India’s remoteness could thus, in some way, be encompassed. It was a
‘representational view’ intended both to impress and encourage the commercial adventurer, the civil servant
and the subjects of the British crown in general. What it failed to do was to adequately equip the same
with a critical understanding, as those that actually ventured out found to their cost. It was reinforced by a
literature that...was as racist as it was dysfunctional. By characterizing Indians as being without critical
competence as a race, it once again denied the British themselves, as colonial rulers, the critical competence
that could result from treating their teachers as if they had something to teach. By assuming otherwise,
they would not even interact with Indian intelligence.” (Crook 1996:14)

! See Hallisey 1995 p. 45.
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dismissed popular or ritual elements of the religion on the basis of comparing it to
Catholicism.

T. W. Rhys Davids (1843-1922) is notable for the Protestant presuppositions he
brought to the study of Buddhism; he depicts Buddhism as undergoing a decline into error
from an original “pure” state, as follows:

As the stronger side of Gautama’s teaching was neglected, the debasing belief in
rites and ceremonies, and charms, and incantations, which had been the especial
object of his scorn, began to live again, and grow vigorously, and spread like the
Birana weed warmed by a tropical sun in marsh and muddy soil. As in India before
the rise of Buddhism and the degrading worship of Siva and his dusky bride had
been incorporated into brahmanism from the wild and savage devil-worship of the
dark non-Aryan tribes, so as pure Buddhism died away in the North, the Tantra
System, a mixture of magic and witchcraft and Siva worship, was incorporated into
the corrupted Buddhism. (1925: 207,8)
Elsewhere he makes explicit what is here an implicit comparison to the “history” of the fall
of Christianity into the error of Catholicism, stating that “the development of the Buddhist
doctrine which has taken place in the Panjab, Nepal, and Tibet is exceedingly interesting,
and very valuable from the similarity it bears to the development which has taken place in
Roman Catholic countries.” (1925:199)
It is not quite fair to single out Rhys-Davids for critique, for he was certainly a

product of his time and social milieu, and this needs to be taken into consideration when

judging such statements, and evaluating his overall contribution to the field.'* But it is

2 There is no denying that Rhys-David's contributions to the field of Buddhist studies were extensive; on
the other hand, prejudiced misrepresentations must not be excused simply because they are endemic to a
field. Said recognized this when he qualified his critique with the following statement: “I would not have
undertaken a book of this sort if I did not also believe that there is scholarship that is not as corrupt, or at
least as blind to human reality, as the kind I have been mainly depicting. Today there are many individual
scholars....whose production is deeply valuable as scholarship. The trouble sets in when the guild
tradition of Orientalism takes over the scholar who is not vigilant, whose individual consciousness as a
scholar is not on guard against idées regues all too easily handed down in a profession. Thus interesting
work is most likely to be produced by scholars whose allegiance is to a discipline defined intellectually
and not a “field” like Orientalism defined either canonically, imperially, or geographicaily.” (1978:326) I
cite the writings Rhys Davids and others like him to provide examples of the sort of “misknowledge”
which has hindered the understanding of Buddhist traditions such as the Tantric, and of which all scholars
of Buddhism should be wary. It is important not to reject their work blindly, but to learn from them.
Regarding such “classics” Said wrote that “the challenge is to connect them....with the imperial process of
which they were a part; rather than condemning or ignoring their participation in what was an unquestioned
reality in their societies, I suggest that what we learn about this hitherto ignored aspect actually and truly
enhances our reading and understanding of them.” (1993:xiv) For a specific critique of T. W. Rhys
Davids, see Wickremeratne 1984; for a defense of him, see Gombrich 1971 (p. 61) and 1986; see also
Hallisey 1995.
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important to point out his misleading representations precisely because he was one of the
luminaries of the field of Buddhist Studies, whose influence is still significant to this day.
Here he was not an innovator, but was merely following a well-worn path laid out by his
predecessors.

The myth of the inexorable decline of Buddhism was common, and is certainly
found in sources preceding Rhys Davids. Monier-Williams, for example, wrote that **
hold that the Buddhism....contained within itself, from the earliest times, the germs of
disease, decay and death, and that its present condition is one of rapidly increasing
disintegration and decline.” (1889:xv) Less generous than Rhys Davids, Monier-Williams
would not allow Buddhism even a robust youth, painting a dismal picture of the religion
from beginning to end. He continued, expressing his view that Buddhism, being in such a
sorry state, was on the verge of extinction, to be replaced, no doubt, by a triumphant
Christianity, bolstered by the colonial powers:

but at all events it may be safely alleged that, even as a form of popular religion,
Buddhism is gradually losing its vitality — gradually loosening its hold on vast
populations once loyal to its rule; nay, that the time is rapidly approaching when its
capacity for resistance must give way before the mighty forces which are destined
in the end to sweep it from the earth. (1889:xviii)
Monier-Williams, like other scholars of his day, compares the decline of Buddhism to that
of (non-Protestant forms of) Christianity, but in doing so he is careful to contrast them as
well, to the detriment of the former, of course. He warns that
here it is important to caution the student of religion against forcing a comparison
between two systems of doctrine like Christianity and Buddhism, which are
radically and essentially opposed to each other. The unchristianlike incrustations
and divisions which have marred the original teaching of the Head of our religion
exist in spite of Christianity. They are not the resuit of any development of its first
principles; whereas, on the contrary, the corruptions and schisms of Buddhism are
the natural and inevitable outcome of its own root-ideas and fundamental doctrines.
(1889:49)
Reading on, we discover that for Monier-Williams the essential, fatal flaw of Buddhism is

its “nihilistic” failure to acknowledge a supreme god, which only shows that he did not

really see Buddhism at all, but simply propounded prejudiced misconceptions.
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This myth of the decline of Buddhism, with Tantric traditions located somewhere
around the nadir, is a colonialist misrepresentation, although its pervasiveness may be due
to the fact that Buddhism has long theorized that the Buddhist Teachings (saddharma),
following their propagation, persist in the world for a period of roughly two thousand years
before disappearing, reappearing with the appearance of the next Buddha."® It is possible
that Orientalist scholars were influenced by this idea, which could have been adopted. say.
from a Theravadin critique of other Buddhist traditions. This, however, is unlikely. The
disappearance of the Dharma was not a relative but an absolute loss, and to invoke this to
criticize one’s opponents would also undermine one’s own claims to orthodoxy. Sri
Lankan Buddhists have, for example, criticized Tantric Buddhist traditions, but not on this
basis.'"* Typically, in Buddhist discourse this idea has not been invoked by more
conservative traditions to criticize innovative traditions, but, on the contrary, by advocates
of the innovative traditions, who had nothing to lose in undermining the orthodoxy of the
old, and who insisted that in the degenerate times the old approaches are no longer
effective, which thus require new, often more simple approaches.'’

It thus appears that the colonialist myth of the decline of India and the Indian
spiritual traditions was a scheme developed as a support for the hegemonic ideology of the
superiority of European civilization in general, and more specifically to support the efforts

of Christian missionaries, who were inclined to paint unflattering portraits of the non-

" For a discussion of this myth see Lamotte 1988, pp. 191 ff.

"* They have, for example, criticized the Tantras as being essentially non-Buddhist, i.e., the product of
Mara, the evil deceiver. See section 3.2.2.2 below.

* This strategy was often taken in East Asia. See for example Orzech 1998, pp. 99 ff., and Overmeyer
1976. For an example of this sort of reasoning see Unno 1998, p. 3.
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Christian religions they encountered.'® Unfortunately, this scheme bore sufficient prestige
to facilitate its uncritical adoption by a number of Indian scholars."’

Comaroff noted this phenomenon of racist historicism in a recent article, wherein
she points out that “in classical sociology the ‘religions of Asia’ were often invoked as
evidence for a global evolutionary scheme in which Europe emerged as the birthplace of
secular reason, the sine qua non of modern life.” (1994:301) It is the duty of scholars
today to avoid these mistakes, although this may be easier said than done, given the
pervasiveness of this evolutionary schema in Euro-American historical and political
thought.'®

One objection that might be made here concerns the study of texts, which has often
been associated with the colonialist enterprise. While not engaging in an extended
apologetic, it is important to note that no form of knowledge is inherently conducive toward
bias; it is the way in which forms of knowledge are interpreted and translated into social
practice that is significant. Textual study may tend toward distortion if taken out of context,

but it holds no monopoly on misinterpretation; archaeology and anthropology have

' The ulterior motives of the Christian missionaries and their sympathizers, including Monier-Williams,
was exposed and critiqued by Carus in his 1897 book.

' Benoytosh Bhattacharyya, for example, began his study of Tantric Buddhism with the following
disclaimer: “If at any time in the history of India the mind of the nation as a whole has been diseased, it
was in the Tantric age, or the period immediately preceding the Muhammadan conquest of India. The
story related in the pages of numerous Tantric works is supposed to be so repugnant that, excepting a few,
all respectable scholars have condemned them wholesale and left the field of Tantras severely alone. Butin
spite of what the great historians of Sanskrit literature have said against Tintrism and the Tantric literature,
one should not forget that the Hindu population of India as a whole is even today in the grip of this very
Tantra in its daily life, customs, and usages, and is suffering the same disease which originated 1,300 years
ago and consumed its vitality slowly but surely during these long centuries.” (Bhattacharyya 1932:vii)
This statement implies that Tantric traditions were responsible for all of India’s woes, from the Muslim
invasions up to the author’s time. Ironically, it also acknowledges that simply on the basis of superficial
first impressions, the entire field of study had been avoided by scholars, thus showing that their invective
was indeed misguided, or rather, how easy it is to despise that which one does not understand.

'* This problem is the focus of Young's (1990) book, White Mythologies. We might also note that it was
not only Indian religions that were portrayed as mired in an irreversible decline. The Indologist Vincent
Smith, for example, saw India as in a state of political decline following Harsa, and literary decline
following Kilidasa. See Inden 1990, p. 79.



18

historically served the colonialist interests as well, and in a similar fashion.'® It is of central
importance no matter what the field of knowledge to contextualize as much as possible.

For example, though writers such as Rhys Davids castigated ritual and ritualized forms of
Buddhism, they avoided the study of texts concerning ritual, which are not few even in the
Theravada traditions.”® In drawing their conclusions they did not even consult the texts, not
to mention zheir social and historical contexts. It is not textual study per se that is
problematic, but the uses to which that study is applied, as well as the contextualization (or
lack thereof) in which it is placed. This means that it is important to take into consideration
the findings in other fields of knowledge. For an understanding of a Buddhist tradition,
therefore, it is important to take into account the archaeological record.*' As Strickmann
(1990:6) points out, it is also essential to consider anthropological accounts of
contemporary Buddhist societies.** But to neglect the textual record would be to reject our
greatest source of information for the study of medieval Indian religious history; it is not
only our most extensive source, but for some traditions such as the Cakrasamvara Tantra

itis virtually the only source, the most important “trace” and record of an important

* For a critique of archaeology see Schopen 1991a; art history, see Stanley Abe 1995; anthropology.
particularly the sort that advocated the idea of “social evolutionism; see Asad 1993 pp. 21,22 and 269, as
well as Said 1988.

* Hallisey (1995:44-49) shows how Buddhist texts concerning ritual were typically ignored by scholars
such as T. W. Rhys Davids, simply because they did not fit into his representation of Buddhism in its
“pure” form devoid of ritual.

* Schopen’s (1991) critique concerning the frequent failure of Buddhist studies scholars to consider
archaeological data alongside textual is just. Unfortunately, in the case of Tantric Buddhism much of the
archaeological record was destroyed; Nilanda was reduced to ruins, and Odantapur and Vikramasila were so
thoroughly leveled that even their locations are uncertain (see G. S. Majumdar 1983:128-32). Eaton, in a
very important study largely drawn from Muslim sources, confirms the account give by Tiranatha (Roerich
1959). The Turkish invaders of Northern India did do a quite thorough job of destroying Buddhist
monastic and temple complexes, going to the extreme, in some cases, of completely destroying them and
then reincorporating their components into new structures such as mosques. (see Eaton 1993, esp. pp. 37-
38, 42-48)

2 Strickmann lists a substantial number of such works, including those by Tambiah, Gombrich,
Obeyesekere and Kapferer (1990 n. 3 p. 107). Fortunately, more work has been published since that time,
such as Scott (1994). In the Tibetan and Himalayan regions there has been somewhat less research done,
and there is still undoubtedly much to do. Important works include those by Aziz, Levine, Mumford,
Ortner and Samuel; the latter’s Civilized Shamans is notable despite the imposition of a ‘shaman’ vs.
‘cleric’ dichotomy which has the fault of being both vague and not easily supported without extensive
conceptual gymnastics, such as the claim that the Tantric visualization meditations are a form of
possession (see Ray 1995 for a critique of this work, and Samuel 1997 for a defense of his work). Also
notable is a recent dissertation by Huber (1993).
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religious movement in early medieval India. And while it will certainly never be possible to
reconstruct the history of a religious movement more than a thousand years old, textual
study, combined with other forms of scholarship, can at least shed some light on this
subject, if not fully dispel the obscurity surrounding it.**

There seem to be two major ways in which the Tantric traditions can and have been
misrepresented. The first and most obvious is the manner previously discussed, which is
to devalue it by means of textual passages taken out of context. Another is romanticization,
which equally misrepresents the traditions. Examples of the latter include the imaginative
fabrications of persons such as Madame Blavatsky, a founder of the Theosophical Society,
who portrayed Tibet as a fantasy land filled with otherworldly, mystical “Mahatmas™.**

She also inspired numerous attempts to disprove her representations of Tibet; her critics
often, however, had no better understanding than she did.*

Both views, of Buddhist traditions and countries as degenerate and corrupt or
purely spiritual in an ideal, unreal fashion, are equally erroneous, and both share as a
common element an important element of Orientalist discourse: the bifurcation of the world
into the East and West, with the East either “ideal” or “flawed”, but in either case un:eal vis-

a-vis the West which is unambiguously “real”. This is another aspect of Colonial

® This case has been made by Collins, who argued that in the case of Buddhism textual and
anthropological studies are potentially mutually informative: “my particular concem is precisely how far
the theoretical texts of the Buddhist tradition reflect and incorporate what they see to be the social whole in
which they operate. I will argue that the picture of the social and psychological reality in which Buddhist
theory sees itself as inserted is, albeit in simplified, schematized and idealized form, congruent with that
developed by modern anthropologists working on the subject.” (1982:15) Collins’ book is an excellent
example of a textual study enriched by consultation of relevant anthropological studies. Likewise,
Tambiah’s anthropological works are excellent in part because they do not ignore the rich body of relevant
textual data.

* See Lopez 1998, pp. 49-51.

® For example Kenneth Saunders in his book Epochs in Buddhist History (1924) wrote the following
concerning Tibet and the Tibetans: “But of the Mahatmas or of the great spiritual and mental achievements
described by the theosophists, there is no trace. Their medical science is quackery, their religion a raw
material terribly perverted too often by blind leaders. Here, as in other Buddhist lands, the gospel of
Christ awaits great and signal triumphs. It will replace countless capricious deities and demons by a
loving Father God, and will bring to fruition the devotion of these spiritually hungry peoples, filling with
new meaning whatever is loving and of good repute.” (p. 210) It is arguable who amongst Blavatsky or
her critics had less understanding, or shall we say, more misunderstanding, of Tibet. A more informed
observer is found in Waddell, who actually traveled to Tibet, but his (1895) book is hampered by
misrepresentation in its depiction of Tibetans as demon-worshipping idolaters. (Lopez 1995b: 259-63)
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discourse, wherein the colonized societies are labeled as “traditional”, if not “primitive”,
with the implication that they are static, passive, and reactionary, while the colonizer styles
himself and his society “modem”, dynamic, active and progressive, in the sense of more
progressed along the scale of “evolution”.

Perhaps it is this very assumption of “progress” which is most at fault here; it
appears to imply a quite subjective, chauvinistic judgiment, and one that seems almost
inevitable for the naive, uncritical observer. Here a passage written by Montaigne, quoted
in similar context by J. Z. Smith, is quite relevant:

Everyone terms barbarity whatever is not of his own customs; in truth it seems that

we have no idea of what is true and reasonable, except the example and idea of the

customs and practices of the country in which we live. We may call them

barbarians, then, if we are judging by the rules of reason, but not if we are judging

by comparison with ourselves, who surpass them in every sort of barbarity.*
Indeed, looking over the history of the past few centuries, the behavior of the supposedly
civilized, “progressive” West has far exceeded in barbarity that of any of the Buddhist
peoples whom they governed with brutal violence. This historical context should not be
conveniently erased from our critical consciousness, but should be kept in mind, as an
antidote to the mire of naive chauvinism into which scholarship tends at time to sink.
Studying another culture does not require that one becomes convinced either of the truth or
falsity of their traditions, or that one idealize themn as “noble savages” or denigrate them as
monsters. (Smith 1978:136-37) Rather, open-minded tolerance is the basic prerequisite for
understanding, in cross-cultural exploration or any other scholarly endeavor.

Having looked a bit into the false paths that flank the scholarly endeavor, one might
reasonably ask: Where is the middle ground on which to stand? Where can one begin?
How does one avoid the twin, well-traveled boulevards of Orientalism, of blind idealization

or equally blind denigration? One might answer, seemingly facetiously, that the only place

one can begin is “here”. That is, scholarship cannot and should not be divorced from the

* Cited in Smith 1982, p. 105. This is taken from Montaigne's essay, “Of Cannibals”, translated by D.
M. Frame, The Complete Works of Montaigne (Stanford 1958).
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context in which it is produced. It is contextualized by recognizing the basis on which it is
composed, the motives and preconceptions which underlie its production.’’ A scholar
writing about an Asian tradition in the context of the Western academy should not fail to
take into account the legacy of Orientalism; however, to be cowed by this legacy such that
one does not attempt the task of understanding is to fail before one even begins. Faure was
probably right when he wrote that the challenge of Orientalism is *merely an exotic variant
of the hermeneutic circle, and we know since Heidegger that this circle is a prerequisite of
understanding, rather than its denial. Any attempt to understand another person or tradition
offers a similar challenge.” (Faure 1993:7) Indeed, all understanding requires an awareness
of the conditions under which such understanding is possible. Heidegger wrote that “if the
basic conditions which make interpretation possible are to be fulfilled, this must rather be
done by not failing to recognize beforehand the essential conditions under which it can be
performed. What is decisive is not to get out of the circle but to come into it the right
28

Methodologically, the best approach appears to be the contextual, since
misinterpretation is ultimately really a matter of insufficient information; the question of
what information should be deployed is of course a political question. Insofar as an ancient

textual tradition is the object of study the vast majority of the evidence deployed here is

¥ Concerning this dilemma Faure commented: “Although Said’s criticism of Orientalism was long
overdue, its radicalism is not only in some respects a case of reverse ethnocentrism, but it also proves
counterproductive by both forgetting that even the most blatantly Orientalist approach might yield some
valuable insights and failing to recognize that the post-Orientalist vision has its own blind spots. To
paraphrase the Japanese Zen master Dégen (1200-1253), ‘When one side is clarified, one side is obscured.’
Accordingly, one usually privileges a certain vision that remains, just like the opposite vision it
condemns, largely ideological. Said is not sufficiently sensitive to the reasons that prevented earlier
scholars, who were not always simply agents of Western imperialism, from escaping the trap of Orientalist
categories. He therefore fails to question the sociohistorical and epistemological changes that have allowed
him (and us, dwarves sitting on the shoulders of Orientalist giants) to perceive this trap. By denying all
earlier attempts, within the framework of Orientalism, to question Orientalist values, Said forgets to
acknowledge his own indebtedness to this tradition and the epistemological privilege that made his own
vision possible. In other words, Said paradoxically shows us how easy it is to fall into methodological
scapegoatism: in condemning individuals for failures that are ultimately owing to epistemological
constraints, we tend to forget, just as the Orientalists did, that our vision is not entirely our own, that it is
grounded in a specific time and space.” (1993:6-7)

# Heidegger 1962, pp. 194,5; this is partially cited in Faure 1993, p. 7.
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textual, although reference is made to relevant archaeological data as well. Undoubtedly the
deployment decisions made here are not perfect, and there is always more that can be said
on any subject. Itis hoped, however, that some contribution will be made here to the study
of the Cakrasamvara tradition in particular, and to the study of South Asian religious
history in general.

From a theoretical point of view, concomitant with Orientalist discourse was the
assignment of myth and ritual to the context of “traditional societies”, with the implication
that myth and ritual somehow invariably bolster the political stasis which allegedly
characterized “traditional” societies.”” Comaroff articulates an alternative approach, in
arguing that:

once “traditional societies” are allowed to exhibit agency, even instability, they tumn

out to have had politics and history all along. Their cosmologies appear less as

sacred gardens than as ruling hegemonies — more or less firmly entrenched — that

differ from those of modemnity in degree rather than kind....our assumptions of

stability have persistently blinded us to the dynamic role of ritual activity in

precolonial societies. (1994:304)
In challenging misrepresentations of Buddhist societies it is not necessary here to expose
either their unwitting authors or their idealized objects as “flawed”. Rather, the purpose
here is to clear the conceptual ground so as to lay the foundation for the study of a typically
misunderstood tradition. This study will seek to dispel the notion that Tantric traditions are
somehow “otherworldly”, immune to the ordinary concerns of the world, i.e., politics. Like
Abé (1999) and Orzech (1998) in the case of East Asian Esoteric Buddhism, [ will argue

that Tantric traditions are very much concerned with this world, including its politics, and

that they developed quite sophisticated political and social ideologies, and that these

® This argument has been made, for example, by Bloch (1974), who, assuming that “traditional” societies
are dominated by a static, unchanging hegemc:.c mode of authority, argues that ritual, and in particular
language use within ritual, contributed to this political rigidity. This characterization of traditional
societies seems to be particularly prevalent in the works of Marxist scholars, no doubt due to the
prevalence of the ethnocentric model of social evolution in Marxist historicism, as Young (1990) has
extensively documented. I refer to this model as “Orientalist” because, as Ranger (1993) has argued in the
context of colonial Africa, indigenous societies and their religious institutions were characterized as rigid,
outdated, etc. by the agents of the colonial powers (i.e. missionaries, ethnographers, etc.) as a strategy for
the legitimization of colonial domination. This characterization is more informative of the colonial process
than of the actual social realities purportedly described.
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ideologies played a central role in their dissemination throughout Asia. And contrary to
what some might wish to believe, this concern of Tantric traditions does not in any way
violate their supposed higher ideals, but rather is in complete harmony with them, teaching
as they do the non-duality of the phenomenal world and the transcendent, along with the
idea that all things in the world are theoretically conducive to liberation.

My purpose here is simply to describe this ideology and briefly look at some of its
historical consequences and manifestations; this will be done primarily through a study of
texts; this will never permit the production of complete account, if for no other reason than
because the texts are the product of an elite, literate minority. As the texts were composed
in India during the seventh to eleventh centuries, however, there is very little evidence aside
from these texts. The reader should thus beware, and bear in mind that the texts do present
a view of an elite group. It is also up to reader to evaluate whether the social and political
ideologies implicit and explicit within the texts, and supported and replicated within the
practices, are positive or negative relative to those of other societies.

Another interesting problem that a study of the Cakrasamvara Tantra brings to
light is its relationship to other traditions. This Tantra is significant in that it abounds with
Saiva imagery, implying at least the possibility that its author(s) were influenced by one or
more of the many Saiva traditions that were growing in importance and influence in early
medieval India, the period spanning the seventh through thirteenth centuries,*® which is also
the era when most Tantric text were composed. Here one already confronts the possibility
of a multiplicity of “origins” for this tradition. It will be argued that there were multiple
origins and influences, and that it would be difficult if not impossible to sort them out and
make the case that one was central, and the others peripheral. On the one hand, one can

take the Buddhist position and argue that the Tantras are continuous, in import and origin,

* Here I follow Inden’s definition of “early medieval India” as a period bounded by “the collapse of the
kingdom of the Calukyas around AD 750 and the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate early in the
thirteenth century”. (1981:99) For reasons that will be stated in chapter three, the Cakrasamvara Tantra
was clearly composed well before the end of this period, but was unlikely to have been composed befuore
the mid-eighth century.



with the more “normative” Mahiyana traditions, and that Tantric Buddhism is in fact a
branch of Mahayana Buddhism; this case can be made. But the evidence of Saiva influence
is also striking, and any such argument would have to contend with Sanderson’s claim that
the Yogini Tantras such as the Cakrasamvara owe a strong debit to the so called “Kapalika”
Tantras.

This study focuses in particular on the first four chapters of the Cakrasamvara
Tantra, which deal with the production of the mandala and the rites of initiation that are
conducted in close proximity toit.*' It is in the context of the performance of the rites of
mandala production and initiation, and the myths which surround them, that Tantric
discourse functions. These functions are not fixed, nor fundamentally and intrinsically
linked to any particular use; as human constructs they are susceptible to multiple
interpretations and applications, and they have functioned in different ways in different
social and historical contexts.’® [ will argue that Tantric discourse did function as means
for counter-hegemonic resistance in India. However, in a different context, namely, in
Tibet, it came to function as a hegemonic ideology, supported by the very same practices

which in the previous context constituted a form of anti-hegemonic resistance.”’ Before

*! This study began with the editing of the first four chapters of the Cakrasamvara Tantra, as well as the
translation of Tsongkhapa’s commentary on the above, the Toral lllumination of the Hidden Meaning,
which constitutes a bit more than one quarter of the total commentary, roughly 130 pages/folio sides in
Tibetan. These works are appended to the end of this text, which thus gives the impression that they are
secondary to this work; this is a false impression, as this work began with the study of these texts, and to
a significant extent remains grounded within and limited by the scope of these works, despite the fact that
distinctly Western methodologies are used, and are supported by material from a wide array of other related
Indian, Tibetan and Chinese sources.

*2 While the ways in which discourse bolsters authority have been repeatedly demonstrated, the ways in
which it can potentially challenge authority has been less often discussed. Lincoln argues that “discourse
can also serve members of subordinate classes (as Antonio Gramsci above all recognized) in their attempts
to demystify, delegitimate, and deconstruct the established norms, institutions, and discourses that play a
role in constructing their subordination.” (1989:5) If Thapar and Warder are correct, and Buddhism was a
protest movement receiving particular support from urban merchants and artisans who were excluded from
the brahmana-ksatriya hegemonic alliance, Buddhism could be seen as productive of an alternative
discourse which did indeed attempt to demystify, etc. the hegemonic discourse of the brahmans. This
argument will be pursued in chapter three of this work.

3 It seems that under Chinese colonial rule for the past fifty years, Buddhism in Tibet may have reverted
back to the counter-hegemonic stance in resistance to colonial repression; the Chinese, recognizing this,
reacted following the cold, calculating logic of the colonizer, the rule of which is fundamentally based on
violence, both physical and rhetorical, proceeded to attempt to stamp out Buddhism in Tibet. So far,
however, it seems that they have not been successful, and despite their efforts the Tibetans have been able



this can be done, however, it is necessary to define the essential terms and explore the

central features of this discourse.

1.2 Defining “Tantrism’ and the Tantric

“Tantrism” has all of the elements that, taken together, to some extent have inspired
a great deal of interest and research, and no doubt will continue to do so. For it was truly a
pan-Indian religious movement which penetrated, to some degree, most if not all of the
major Indian religious traditions, and which was gradually understood to be the pinnacle of
the development, the final and complete revelation of the truth, in certain of these traditions.
[t was pan-Indian in that it penetrated all of the subcontinent, including the marginalized,
tribal or border areas that had hitherto received only the slightest degree of influence from
the so-called Sanskritic “great traditions”,** and which may have in fact played an important
creative role in the development of Tantric traditions. Unlike the earlier Vedic tradition,**

the study and practice of which was proscribed to the lower classes, it was open to a much

to some extent to both recover and recreate their traditions. See Germano 1998, and also Kapstein 1998,
Goldstein 1998.

I refer here to the arguments made by Marriott (1955) and Srinivas (1952) that Hinduism can be
conceptually divided into a literate, “great” tradition and local, generally non-literate “little” traditions of
the villages. This dichotomy has been much criticized (see for example Tambiah 1970 pp. 367-77), in part
because it does not closely correspond to the social realities which the anthropologists are claiming to
describe. Quite serious is the charge that “embedded in the anthropologist’s notion of the two levels is the
serious danger of the past civilization represented in the classical literature being imagined as a static and
consistent whole expressing clear-cut principles. The historian may well find this orlentation naive: for
him there are periods, eras, continuities and changes, not a single unbroken tradition.” (Tambiah 1970:372)
While I do not see early medieval Indian religion as static and unchanging, nor do I surmise that Indian
religious traditions, past or present, neatly break down into “greater” and “lesser”” components, I follow
Collins (1982:17,18) in holding that the distinction is at least marginally useful provided that we do not
confuse it with the social structure of actual communities; in the context of the Buddhist Tantras, it is
useful as a reminder that the texts which have come down to us, while potentially deriving from multiple
origins, are the products of literate communities and thus do not necessarily reflect the concerns of the
society as a whole.

* Here [ use the term in the limited sense of the ideology and ritual practice described in the brahmana
literature.
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wider range of the social spectrum. Indeed, the lowest members of the Indian social world,
the untouchables, were theoretically included within the sphere of Tantric worship.*®

A broadly accepted definition of “Tantra” has not yet emerged; this may be in part
due to the bewildering range of ideas and practices that could possibly be subsumed under
the term. Traditional explanations are a typical and appropriate starting point for many
definitions; these often derive the term Tantra from the verb Vian “to stretch™.’” A technical
definition, well known in the Indo-Tibetan traditions of Buddhism, is contained in the
eighteenth chapter of the Guhyasamaja Tantra, which in the Tibetan canon occurs as a
separate text called the Utraratantra: “tantra is known as a ‘continuum’, and it has the
three aspects of basis, nature, and non-deprivation. Its nature aspect is the cause, and non-
deprivation is the fruit, and the base is the means. These three comprise the meanings of
the [term] tantra.””*®

The explanation of the term tantra here is based on a concept that is peculiar to
Buddhism, namely, the idea of the voidness or absence of the intrinsic reality of one’s self
and all other persons and things. As we shall see, the notion that all things are thus void
implies that in their ultimate reality they are interdependent, and that there is from the
perspective of ultimate reality not individually separable existents but rather a ‘continuum’
of beings and things which exist only in relationship to each other. Lacking any sort of

fixed reality, all living beings are transformable and thus potentially able to become fully

* The Buddhist orders, of course, were open to persons of all social backgrounds (see Locke 1989, p. 109);
Tantric traditions can be seen as continuing the anti-caste inclusivism typical of Buddhism, in theory if not
in practice.

¥ These generally understand the word tantra as being formed from the verbal root Vean with the
instrumental -tra affix; sometimes mentioned is the older meaning of fantra as a loom or more specifically
the warp of the loom, as well as the related word ranu, an adjective meaning thin, fine or delicate (possibly
related to tantu, that which is stretched, i.e., a thread) and also a noun meaning the body (see Apte 1965,
p- 466 col. 3-467 col. 2).

% prabandham tantram akhyatam tat prabandham tridha bhavet / adharah prakrtis caiva
asamhdryaprabhedatah // prakrtis cakrter hetur asamharyaphalam tatha / adharas tad upayas ca tribhis
tantrarthasamgrahah // (Matsunaga (1978), vs. 34-35, p. 115); / rgyud ni rgyun zhe bya bar grags // rgyud
de mam pa gsum ‘gyur te / gzhi dang de bzhin rang bzhin dang // mi ‘phrog pa yis rab phye ba // rnam pa
rang bzhin rgyu yin te // de bzhin mi ‘phrogs ‘bras bu’o // gzhi ni thabs shes bya ba ste // gsum gyis rgyud
kyi don bsdus pa’o /. (DK fol. 150a).



awakened Buddhas, since there is no permanent unawakened self that could somehow
obstruct this development. Tantric Buddhists sought to capitalize on this potential for
awakening, and claimed that they could dramatically accelerate this evolution into
Buddhahood by means of practices which assume continuity between the limited, mundane
sense of self and the awakened, expanded sense of self which is, we are told, characteristic
of the Buddhas.”

This entails the attempt to assume, through visualization and other meditative
practices, the body, mind and environment of the Buddhas and their Pure Land abodes.
For the Buddhists the term tantra is conceived as denoting a ‘continuum’ that spans from
the fruit or goal of practice, which is awakening, down to the cause or ground of practice,
the fundamental potential to achieve awakening which all beings are said to have, and, most
importantly, the means of actualizing this potential, which are the practices taught within the
Tantric traditions, as well as the texts themselves. Or, according to the late Venerable Tara
Tulku, Tantra involves a process of deconstruction followed by reconstruction. “*Having
demolished with wisdom the samsaric world by removing its foundation, ignorance, [it is)
the process of rebuilding the Buddhaworld on the basis of wisdom itself,” replacing a
mundane experience of the relative world with a vision of extraordinary yet still empty,
relative world.*® From this perspective, Tantra is understood as the continuum which spans
the gap between the realm of suffering characterized by misknowledge (samsara) and the
nondual-intuition (advayajfiana) which is inseparable from the transcendent realm of

awakening (nirvana). These two are understood as being non-dual, being differentiated by

* The term I translate as ‘Awakening’ is bodhi, which is derived from the root budh, ‘to wake’ (Whitney
1963:106). This translation captures better the Buddhist sense of the term than the more common
translation “enlightenment”, a more general and somewhat overused term. Verbs formed from this root
were transiated into Tibetan with the compound ‘tshang rgya ba, lit. “awakened expanded”. See Beyer
1992 pp. 107-8.

“ Cited in Thurman 1998, p. 127. Insert is mine.
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misknowledge and its antidote, true knowledge.*' This continuum links the practitioner to
the structure of the cosmos itself, and provides the base whereby both the practitioner and
her environment can be transformed.

So far this issue has been explored only from the Buddhist perspective, which is
appropriate, since this dissertation is concerned with a Buddhist Tantric tradition. It seems
that one might hesitantly suggest that this notion of the non-duality between the practitioner
and his spiritual ideal, between bondage and liberation, is also of central importance to
Hindu Tantric traditions as well. It is evidently an ancient idea, as the Upanisads contain
teachings which claim that one can reach a divine state through an understanding of one’s
identity with brahman.”> While generalization here may be less warranted than in the case
of the Buddhists, it does appear that Saivas accepted the identity of the individual soul with
Siva, although different schools described the path to this goal differently.** The
nondualistic philosophy of the Advaita Vedanta* played a major role in the development of
at least one major school, that of the Trika or Kashmir Saivism. According to Flood, there
isa

relation between the Trika Saiva soteriology and cosmology, or the way in which,
while keeping beings bound in the cycle of birth and death, the structure of cosmos
allows for their liberation....the liberation conceived by the Trika Saiva as the
eradication of the pollution of individuality (anavamala), which is also immersion

(samavesa) into the higher reality of Paramasiva, thought to be achieved through
the assimilation of higher levels of the universe. (1989:225-26)

“! Misknowledge (avidya) has long been considered to have been the ultimate source of suffering and
samsaric existence by Buddhists. Misknowledge and the true knowledge considered to be its antidote will
be discussed in section 2.1 above.

‘2 See for example Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, 4.1, which identifies brahman with various aspects of one’s
psycho-physical complex such as the breath, sight, hearing, mind and the heart, and which claims that one
who knows this becomes a god and joins the company of the gods. See Olivelle 1996, pp. 52-56, and
also Dviveda, who in a 1992 article discusses Tantric significance of such passages.

** Brunner wrote that “Saivas, on their side, although accepting exactly the same conception of moksa
(identification of Siva), maintained that the essential nature of the soul was the same as Siva's; and they
had to decide only about the proper means to unveil this true nature. The majority of the Siddhdntins saw
no other possibility than a direct intervention of Siva's Grace, in the form of diksa” (1992:29).

* Advaita philosophers such as Padmapada, a disciple of Samkara, held that liberation is possible due to
the existence of a continuum or non-duality between the individual self (jiva), in need of liberation, and the
liberated Self, the One Self (azman), indicated by the famous Upanisadic statement “That thou art” (tat
tvam asi). See Potter 1963, pp. 174-76.



The interrelationship between the practitioner and the supreme state, however conceived, is
a requisite for liberation. The interrelationship between the mundane and transmundane
states has been well documented in the case of Trika Saivism.**

While this certainly provides us with a theoretical criteria for ascertaining whether
or not the soteriology of a given school is typical of those advocated by practitioners of the
Tantras, it may be necessary to seek other criteria as well, since there are schools of
thought which advocate the non-dualistic perspective which would not label themselves as
“Tantric”. Itis thus necessary to examine the term and its uses in more depth.

First of all, the term tantra is polysemous. Urban provides a short synopsis of
different meanings ascribed to the term, as follows:

The Sanskrit word fantra has appeared since Vedic times with an enormous

diversity of meanings, denoting, for example, siddhanta (conclusion),

Srutisakha (a branch of $ruti, i.e., the Vedas), itikartavyata (set of duties) ,

prabandha (composition), and sastravisesa (a particular sastra). In its earliest

appearance in the Rg Veda (X.71.9) and Atharva Veda (X.7.42), tantra denotes

a kind of weaving machine or loom,; later, in the Satapatha Brahmana, and

Tandya Brahmana, the range of the term is extended to refer to the chief

essence portion or essence of a thing; and still later, as we see, for example, in

the works of Sankara, [sic.] the term is used to denote simply a system of

thought.... the term has also been used throughout Sanskrit literature to signify

not only ‘any rule, theory or scientific work’ (Mahabharata) but also an ‘army,

row, number or series’ (Bhagavata Purana, x.54.15) and even a ‘drug or chief

remedy’. (1999:125)
The term tantra clearly can refer to a type of literature, although its usage here is not fixed;
“it is applied in several other provinces of Indian literature to a technical ‘exposé’ or
‘handbook’ which in a more of less extensive way deals with a certain subject.” (Goudriaan
1981.7) This description more or less fits the term rantra as a name for a type of text, but
in the Tantric traditions its import includes but extends beyond the realm of literature.

Tantra came to designate a central body of literature of an esoteric religious

movement which developed in India, but properly speaking it does not refer to the

*5 See for example Isayeva 1995.
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movement as a whole, or the sectarian traditions contained within it. That is, “Tantrism” is
a neologism unattested in Sanskrit sources. As Padoux noted,

The word “Tantrism” is assuredly a Western creation. India traditionally knows

only texts called Tantras. These texts, moreover, fall far short of covering the entire

Tantric literature; nor are only Tantric texts called Tantras. India also knows the

word tantrasastra, “the teaching of the Tantras,” as well as the adjective tantrika,

“Tantric,” which is opposed to vaidika, “Vedic,” thereby placing a new form of

revelation and rites against Vedic tradition and rites. (1981:351)
While a Western scholarly term such as Tantrism need not be abandoned solely tor the
reason that it is not an emic term, here it will not be used, since its use constructs Tantrism
as an entity which may be qualified by adjectives such as *Buddhist” or *“Hindu".
However, in the Buddhist case, and most likely in the Hindu case as well, Tantric theory
and practice is considered a subset within the larger religion as a whole. It thus appears
more correct to speak of a “Tantric Buddhism” or *“Tantric Hinduism”, as adherents of both
religions would tend to consider the “Tantric” theories and practices as being concordant
with their larger traditions;* it may be unnecessary and even undesirable to reify the Tantric
traditions into a Tantrism. Such a reification focuses on the superficial similarities between
Tantric traditions, but ignores their substantial functional and ideological differences.*’
Instead, here the emic adjectival usage will be followed, which also corresponds to one of
the theses of this work, that ritual systems such as those described in the Tantras lack any

fixed or rigid meaning, but rather can be understood in different ways, and were in fact put

to different ideological uses in different social contexts.

* With regard to the Buddhism, the Indo-Tibetan traditions generally use the terms vajrayana (rdo rje theg
pa) or mantrayana (gsang sngags theg pa), while in East Asia the name shingon (L ), literally a
translation of mantra, is used to designate an important Japanese tradition; this usage might be considered
to approximate the Sanskrit mantrayana. More generally the term mikkyo (Japanese; Chinese mi-jiao,
F# ), “Esoteric Teachings”, is used to refer to Tantric Buddhism as a whole. In all cases Esoteric
Buddhism is understood to be a special division of the larger Mahayana tradition.

*71 use “functional” in the sense used by Sanderson, who argued that numerous elements in Tantric
Buddhism originated in Saivism (which is, as we shall see, a controversial claim to say the least), but that
Tantric Buddhism is “entirely Buddhist in terms of its functign and self-perception” (1994a:96), which is
of course the case. The same ritual element in Buddhist and Saiva practice may have entirely different
functions, and also be understood in entirely different ways.
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It is possible that the “Tantric” is not clearly definable by any single criteria; this is
suggested by the fact that a number of scholars have located “Tantrism” or elements thereof
in scriptures or traditions that do not in fact designate themselves as Tantras or Tantric, and
which were most likely composed before the term tantra came into use as a term for
esoteric scriptures. It may be that Tantric traditions can only be identified by means of what
Smith called the polythetic mode of classification, in which a number of criteria would be
admitted, not all of which would necessarily be possessed by all members of the class.**
This is suggested by the fact that most “definitions™ of “Tantrism” have so far actually been
descriptions of characteristic features, often presented in list form. An influential
description of central features of Tantric Hinduism was provided by Goudriaan,*® while
Snellgrove has produced a list of criteria which he understood to be polythetic in Smith’s

sense.’® A similar and slightly longer list has been proposed by Hodge.®' Such catalogues

*! Smith described a “polythetic mode of classification which surrendered the idea of perfect, unique, single
differentia — a taxonomy which retained the notion of necessary but abandoned the notion of sufficient
criteria for admission to a class. In this new mode, a class is defined as consisting of a set of properties,
each individual member of the class to possess ‘a large (but unspecified) number’ of these properties, with
each property to be possessed by a ‘large number’ of individuals in the class, but no single property to be
possessed by every member of the class.” (1982, p. 4). See also Urban 1999, p. 126.

** As Goudriaan’s formulation remains influential, it is reproduced here as follows: *What is most often
called by this term is a systematic quest for salvation or for spiritual excellence by realizing and fostering
the bipolar, bisexual divinity within one’s own body. This result is methodically striven after by specific
means (kinds of sadhana): the recitation of mantras or bijas; the construction of geometrical cosmic
symbols (mandala); the making of appropriate gestures (mudra); the assignment or “laying down” (nydsa)
of powerful sounds or syllables on the body; the meditation on the deity’s concrete manifestation (dhyvana);
the application of these and other elements in special ritual procedures, to wit Tantric worship (piija),
initjation (diksa) etc.; besides, the performance of Kundaliniyoga by means of which the microcosmic form
of Sakti (female divine power) present in the body in the form of a fiery tube or serpent is conducted
upwards along the yogic nerves towards Siva's mystic residence at some distance above the head.”
(Goudriaan and Gupta 1981:1).

% Snellgrove defines Tantric Buddhism as “a system of practices, either of ritual yoga or of and physical
and mental yoga, by means of which the practitioner identifies himself with his tutelary divinity, which is
identified both with the practitioner’s own teacher and with the goal of final enlightenment. However
many different elements, few of which are peculiar to Tantric Buddhism, have contributed to the formation
of this complex literature. They may be listed thus: (i) the philosophical basis; (ii) the cult of particular
divinities; (iii) the development of the mandala or circle of divinities; (iv) the use of mantras and
symbolic gestures; (v) the concept of Buddha-Families; (vi) the concept of buddhahood as fivefold; (vii)
the concept of Buddha-Bodies; (viii) the use of highly ritualized consecrations; (ix) the practice of yoga,
both mental and physical; (x) the conception of the whole of existence as an essential duality in unity
(Sanskrit: yuganaddha; Tibetan: zung-'jug). All tantras do not comprise all these elements, and....they
have been categorized mainly in accordance with the particular elements they happen to contain.”
(1988:1359, emphasis mine)

5! Hodge'’s article has thus far not received much attention, but as his list is notable at least in its
comprehensiveness it is reproduced here as follows: *“(1) Tantric Buddhism offers an alternative path to



32

of criteria would be of central importance in constructing a set of criteria if it is indeed
ascertained that a polythetic mode of classification is required here. Whether this is the case
or not will, however, require further investigation.
Closer to a definition is Muller-Ortega’s identification of three characteristics of
Tantrism. The first, which properly speaking is a description of tantra as text, holds that
atext is tantric which presents itself as revealed, without attaching itself in any way
to the Veda. Such texts on the whole prescribe other rituals and other means to
salvation than those offered by Vedic texts....these rituals and practices are typically
open to all, without distinction on the basis of caste or sex. (1989:50)
This is not a definition per se, for all texts that might conceivably fit this description are not
necessarily Tantras; many Buddhist non-Tantric texts would fit this description, but it is
important in that it identifies what is, from the Hindu perspective, the radical Tantric claim
to authority completely outside of the scope of the Vedic tradition. The Tantric de-
emphasis of caste-based distinctions should be seen in the light of its broader challenge to
the authority of the Vedas and the brahmins whose claims to social superiority ride upon
that authority.
Muller-Ortega continues by noting that Tantric texts contain what he calls “‘a strong
reaction against what may be termed the Upanisadic spirit of renunciation.” (1989:50)

Instead, Tantric practitioners consider the absolute state to be attained, i.e., liberation, to be

immanent within the world, which of course calls into question the rejection of the world

Enlightenment in addition to the standard Mahayina one. (2) Its Teachings are aimed at lay practitioners in
particular, rather than monks and nuns. (3) As a consequence of this, it recognizes mundane aims and
attainments, and often deals with practices which are more magical in character than spiritual. (4) It teaches
special types of meditation (sadhana) as the path to realization, aimed at transforming the individual into
an embodiment of the divine in this lifetime or after a short span of time. (5) Such kinds of meditation
make extensive use of various kinds of mandalas, mudras, mantras and dharanis as concrete expressions
of the nature of reality. (6) The formation of images of the various deities during meditation by means of
creative imagination plays a key role in the process of realization. These images may be viewed as being
present externally or internally. (7) There is an exuberant proliferation in the number and types of Buddhas
and other deities. (8) Great stress is laid upon the importance of the guru and the necessity of receiving the
instructions and appropriate initiations for the sadhanas from him. (9) Speculations on the nature and
power of speech are prominent, especially with regard to the letters of the Sanskrit alphabet. (10) Various
customs and rituals, often of non-Buddhist origins, such as the homa rituals, are incorporated and adapted
to Buddhist ends. (11) A spiritual physiology is taught as part of the process of transformation. (12) It
stresses the importance of the feminine and utilizes various forms of sexual yoga.” (Hodge 1994:59). This
list, while broad, does not go far in achieving depth, and terminology such as mandala, mudra and so
forth need further, comprehensive explanation. It problematic for several reasons. It is not at all clear, for
example, that Buddhist Tantrism is primarily intended for the laity. Nor do all Buddhist Tantras
emphasize the feminine and sexual yogas. Some of these issues will be addressed further below.
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that asceticism implies. He writes that ““Tantric practitioners strive to reconcile the ascent to
moksa or liberation with the experience of joyful enjoyment of the world, bhoga.”
(1989:50) This requires then a new spiritual path, one which involves “the attempt to
employ desire (kama) and all the values associated with it at the service of liberation. This
attemnpt results from a general aim of not sacrificing this world to the purposes of salvation,
but of reintegrating it somehow to the perspectives of salvation.” (1989:50).32 This radical
change in orientation is, as will be shown in chapter two, not only an essential feature of
Tantric traditions, but one which is not quite so radical when viewed from the Buddhist
perspective.

Lastly, he identifies a third feature which clearly does underlie both Tantric thought
and practice, and which can be understood as a central link which unites the two. He
argues that

the Tantra establishes a series of correlations between man , the universe, the gods,
and the tantric ritual. These correlations or homologies are elaborated in a complex
system of symbols that includes the human body with its so-called mystical
physiology. In addition, this system of symbols takes on a markedly sexual
character abounding in what Bharati terms “polarity symbolism,” involving
descriptions of the “mystical” union of male and female....Much of this symbolism
is expressed in a kind of secret or technical language that is deliberately ambiguous,
multivalent, and, it seems, intended to shock the prudish or exclude the uninitiated.**
The correlations between the practitioner, the universe and the deity in Tantric practices

appears to be a central feature linking theory with praxis, and which underlies both Hindu

and Buddhist Tantric traditions. And while the differences between these traditions are

52 A similar point, also with regard to Tantric Hinduism, was made by Biardeau, who wrote: “Rather than
placing desire and liberation in opposition to each other, and rather than denying the one to the benefit of
the other, the theory holds, quite to the contrary, that desire is the hallmark of each and every individual’s
initiation into the path of salvation. It is the seal of the divine in man, so long as he is schooled in the
proper techniques for its transformation. It is therefore no longer one’s acts, ritual or otherwise, that are
valorized as such,; rather, it is desire itself which is actually positively re-evaluated; and this change occurs,
as always, from the starting point of a modified concept of godhead...The divine takes the form of a
couple, the analogue of the human couple and, conversely, ro man — or woman — can approach the divine
unless he or she seeks to reproduce this primal couple in him or herself.” (1991:149-50)

53 Muller-Ortega 1989, pp. 50-51. Muller-Ortega here refers to Bharati’s article “Polarity Symbolism in
Tantric Doctrine and Practice” (Bharati 1993:199-227).



34

both numerous and significant, they do appear to share this central feature, on the basis of
which it might be possible to formulate a definition.

One might define as *“Tantric” any meditative or ritual technique that assumes an
identity or continuity between the practitioner and a “deity” (in the Buddhist context, the
“deity” would be a Buddha, a fully Awakened being), which really is just a concise
restatement of Muller-Ortega’s third feature.™* This identity may occur on the following
levels: 1) mentally, by assuming the Awakened or divine state of mind;** 2) vocally, by
means of the recitation of the deity’s mantra or seed syllable; and 3) physically by means of
gestures characterizing the deity (mudra), or the presence of emblems or implements
(samaya) symbolic of the deity. This definition does not exhaustively catalogue the many
features which Tantric traditions share, nor does it address those particular only to certain
traditions, such as the complex Perfection Stage yogic techniques of the Buddhist

Unexcelled Yogatantras.*

* The centrality of the discourse of identity or continuity with a deity has naturally been recognized by
others. See for example Eliade 1958 p. 208 and Jackson 1994 p.131, and also Snellgrove 1988, p. 1359,
quoted in note 42 above.

% For the Buddbhists this would entail an experiential realization of voidness of self and other, which
involves the expansion of one’s sense of self beyond the narrow confines of being an alienated individual
(prthagjana) to a more universal sense based on the awareness of the profound interrelatedness of all
things. In the Hindu context, the realization of the identity of the atman and brahman might provide the
theoretical underpining for the ritual identification of oneself and one’s chosen deity.

% These techniques are of central importance in the Cakrasamvara tradition and will be discussed in more
depth below. It is important to note however that even in the Tibetan tradition, where these techniques are
emphasized, they have also been understood as derivative to the primary foci of Tantric meditation, which
according to Tsongkhapa are the view of voidness and the deity yoga wherein one visualizes oneself as a
deity. He wrote in his sNgags rim chen mo that “In short, the view ascertaining that phenomena are empty
of inherent existence and the deity yoga of generating oneself as a deity conjointly achieve the fruit, the
Two Bodies. This means of achievement is the sole path of passage of all the chief trainees for whom the
Vajra Vehicle was set forth. One should know that the many paths other than these two, which are
explained in the individual sets of tantras, are either methods for heightening cognition of emptiness or
branches of deity yoga. Knowing this, one should hold [these two] to be their essential meaning.”
(Hopkins 1977:134) The current Dalai Lama Tenzin Gyatso also rejected the idea that “deity yoga”
(devatayoga, lha'i rnal *byor) is limited to the Creation Stage of Buddhist Tantric yoga, wherein one
develops the perception of oneself and one’s environment as divine. Instead, he explains that it occurs in
the Perfection Stage as well (Hopkins 1977:72).
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Here the term *“Tantra”, like the adjective “Tantric” which is derived from it, does
not imply a defining ‘essence’, but rather a defining performative context.’’ Mantra
recitation, for example, is not necessarily Tantric if simply recited as a charm without a
conscious sense of identification with a deity. Likewise, a ritual act such as a homa fire
sacrifice would properly be understood as Tantric only if performed in a Tantric context,
L.e., by a practitioner who identifies with a deity, and supports such identification through
the use of mantra, mudra and so forth. A Tantra then we could define as an authoritative
text which is Tantric in content and which is considered to be the revelation of a deity or
Awakened being. The presence of the ideology of union with a Buddha or deity might then
distinguish a Tantra from any other “revealed” text which contains “Tantric elements”, i.e.,
those things usually considered to be characteristic of Tantric texts, such as mantras or
descriptions of homa or abhiseka rites.*® Unless they contain the notion of union,

however, here they will not be considered “Tantric” texts, but rather “proto-Tantric”.>

*7 This notion follows from the Buddhist concept of voidness, which denies the ultimate validity of any
reified essences and is thus oriented toward process, on relatives modes whereby entities come in and out
of existence in dependence upon one another, and the ways in which they are functionally interdependent.

% This point has been made by Eastman, who argued, “Even though an array of features, such as mandala,
mantra, and yoga, are commonly portrayed as distinctive of tantra, these are not genuinely definitive of
Vajrayana literature per se. The soteriological technique of identifying oneself with the divinity through
the process of visualization distinguishes Vajrayana from other forms of Buddhism. The doctrine is not
found in the dharani genre of Buddhist scripture, although the ritual elaborations in this literature
contributed to Vajrayana scripture; nor is it the same as the buddhanusmrti visualizations known from the
Mahayana satras, to which the development of the tantras seems equally indebted. This meditative notion
of generating oneself as the divine being is the essential, although not always obvious, referent of
Vajrayana, and was therefore the basis for early affiliations of such scripture, as well as the unique doctrinal
feature of the traditions known in dynastic Tibet as Mahidyoga.” (1983:45)

% This term, which does imply a diachronic evolution of Tantric traditions, can only be used in the case of
texts which evidently preceded in time the full flowering of “Tantrism” in India which was underway by
the seventh century; “proto-Tantric” texts, then, would include those texts translated into Chinese during
and before this era which contain such elements. It may be objected that this definition excludes from the
category “Tantric” certain texts which are considered by the Tibetan tradition to be Tantras, usually of the
lower (kriya or carya) categories. This classificatory pattern is problematic, however, despite its uncritical
acceptance by scholars, which has been criticized by Strickmann (1977b:140). Aside from the fact that
those who use this model rarely consider altemate Indo-Tibetan models, or those found in the Chinese
Tripitaka, the very fact that it is a fourfold division should trigger a critical stance, given the infatuation
with the number four in Indian sources. It is, as I will argue in chapter three, a somewhat arbitrary
division, and also somewhat anachronistic, as it identifies as “Tantras” a number of texts which do not in
fact use the term, and refer to themselves using some other designation such as sitra, kalpa, etc. Many of
these texts would, in the Japanese classification, be considered “mixed esoteric” texts (zomirsu, 2 ),
meaning texts which contain noticeably Tantric features, but which lack the sophistication and elaboration
of the later genuine Tantric texts, no doubt because they were composed before Tantric Buddhism arose as
a bona-fide, self-conscious movement.
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If this definition is correct, the other frequently cited, supposedly “defining”
characteristics of Tantrism such as mantra, mudra, and so forth can be seen as
epiphenomena of the idea of union with a Buddha or deity, since they are taken to be
practices which achieve that goal. The issue here is complicated, however, by the fact that
in many cases, the practices seem to have preceded the theory; it appears that homa fire
sacrifices were performed long before the distinctly Tantric ideology of union or continuity
with the divine had developed. This does not pose a problem, however. I will argue,
following Abé, that what makes a Tantric tradition Tantric is not the presence of a certain
density of “Tantric elements”, but rather the presence of a certain type of discourse only
through which might ritual elements such as homa be recognized as Tantric. Through this
discourse ritual, yogic and meditative processes could be appropriated from other sources
and put to use in the overarching Tantric process of integrating the microcosm with the
macrocosm.

This definition is not necessarily sectarian; in the Hindu context one might follow
Padoux, who wrote that

the nature of the Tantric vision of the world, its anthropocosmic reach, is best
revealed in such practices. Deity is thus achieved by a corporal, mental and spiritual
process: A process by which the body itself is made cosmic and divine and yet, at
the same time is transcended. These practices express better than anything else the
extraordinary attempt of Tantrism to reintegrate man, made divine, into a universe
that is itself seen and experienced as divine. This indeed is Tantrism. (1981:360)
In the Buddhist context, which is the main concern of this dissertation, one might define
Buddhist Tantrism as a distinctly Buddhist movement which integrates Tantric theory and

practice within a Mahayana framework, with an emphasis placed upon compassion and

voidness.” Indeed, Buddhist Tantras portray their objective as simply being the

% We might also add the spirit of renunciation, which, as we shall see below, informs even the most
“transgressive” practices of Buddhist Tantrism following Thurman, who wrote (regarding the Buddhist
anuttarayogatantras) that “All these Tantras emerge from the same path of transcendent renunciation, the
enlightenment spirit of universal love, and the wisdom of selfless voidness. All of them accelerate the
deepening of wisdom and the development of compassionate evolution to make possible the achievement
of Buddhahood within the single well-endowed human lifetime. All of them employ the imagination to
approximate the goal state and reach it more quickly. All of them mobilize the subtle mind as great bliss
wisdom to realize ultimate reality and shape its energies for the happiness of all beings. (1994:74).



37

presentation of particularly effective and rapid techniques for the achievement of the
classical Mahayana goal: to achieve complete Buddhahood for the sake of benefiting all
sentient beings. They claim to provide the aspiring Buddha, the “Awakening Hero” or
bodhisattva, with liberative arts (upaya) which accelerate both his or her ability to help
others as well as his or her spiritual evolution, as the aims of self and others are understood
to be inseparably interdependent. The Buddhist Tantras in particular elaborate the notion of
the “Spirit of Awakening” (bodhicitta), which was originally understood to be the
aspiration and determination to achieve complete Awakening which characterizes the
bodhisattva. While bodhicitta never loses this connotation in the Buddhist Tantras, it
comes to be conceived as being a psycho-physical substance, the cultivation, retention and
transformation of which is essential for the achievement of Buddhahood.

The term “deity” is vague, and may have different senses in different traditions.
While terms such as devatayoga and adhidaivatayoga occur in Buddhist Sanskrit literature
and in Tibetan and Chinese translations, it is important to note that in the Buddhist context
the “deity” is typically a Buddha, and the adept, as an essential part of his or her sadhana,
views her or himself as equal, nay identical, to the Buddha/deity who is the object of
meditation. This sort of identification would be considered heretical in certain theological
traditions, in which the relationship between practitioner and deity is not conceived as one
of equality. While the practice of meditating on self as deity appears to be an essential
aspect of Tantric theory and practice, evidently certain Hindu traditions have *“back pedaled”
away from it. With regard to the Paficaratra tradition Gupta concludes that “the new
bhakti ideology of self-surrender (prapatti) made the very idea of what the sadhaka was
originally supposed to do heretical, for man could no longer aspire to become identical with
God.” (1983:88-89) The idea of identity with the deity does not seem compatible with the
idea of surrender to a supreme being, for the non-dualistic point of view erodes the strong

sense of difference between the divine and the human which theistic traditions tend to
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assert.®' If Gupta’s characterization of the Pasicaratra tradition is accurate it would not
necessarily be classified as a Tantric tradition according to this definition, at least in its
moderm, dvaita theistic manifestations. Such a movement away from the Tantric
perspective is evident in other traditions as well, such as Saivism.*

This description does not necessarily imply any particular origin claim; whether
Tantric Buddhism, for example, developed largely within Mahayana Buddhism, or was
absorbed into it from without is not at issue here. It will, however, be argued later that
although both processes occurred to some extent, neither can be privileged to come up with
a singular origin without committing significant distortion and misrepresentation.
“Tantrism” may have been a genuinely pan-Indian movement, although its history and
development vary between different traditions.®®

Tantric Buddhism was also a pan-Asian religious movement, and as Buddhism had
largely died out in India proper by the sixteenth century, any discussion of Buddhist Tantric
traditions must address to some degree the process whereby these traditions were

transmitted from India to other parts of Asia. The past representations of Tantric traditions

*' A case in point is the philosopher Madhva, who appears to take issue with Samkara’s non-dualism
precisely concerning the issue of the relationship between God, the individual seives and the world, which
Madhva insists on separating via his doctrine of the “fivefold difference” (pasicabheda) governing the
relationships between these entities. See Potter 1963, p. 249.

? Brunner claims that the role of the sadhaka, the adept seeking union with Siva, is stressed in the older
Saivagamas, and that “his importance has lasted up to a time (two or three centuries ago?) when a change
in outlook occurred and he was put at the back of the stage, if not totally ignored. Now this sadhaka was
solely busied with rituals; he had nothing else to do, even was forbidden to comment on the Agamas”
(1992:28) This seems to reflect a gradual de-emphasis of the heroic Tantric goal of an individualistic quest
for liberation, and a proportional emphasis placed on the temple cults.

% Eliade wrote, concerning the word tantra, that “we do not know why and under what circumstances it
came to designate a great philosophical and religious movement, which, appearing as early as the fourth
century of our era, assumed the form of a pan-Indian vogue from the sixth century onward. For it really
was a vogue; quite suddenly, tantrism becomes immensely popular, not only among philosophers and
theologians, but also among the active practitioners of the religious life (ascetics, yogins, etc.), and its
prestige also reaches the ‘popular’ strata. In a comparatively short time, Indian philosophy, mysticism,
ritual, ethics, iconography, and even literature are influenced by tantrism. It is a pan-Indian movement, for
it is assimilated by all of the great Indian religions and by all of the ‘sectarian’ schools.” (1958:200). |
generally agree with his characterization and even with his chronology; I hesitate, however, to speak of a
“tantrism” which was assimilated by different “sects”, not only because of the differences between different
Tantric traditions, but also because it is not clear that we can speak of a “Tantrism” apart from the
traditions, i.e., it seems to be a case where the universal can only be known from the particular, which calls
into question the existence of the universal; my view is that the concept of “Tantrism” has only heuristic
value, and that this value is itself limited.
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as degenerate cults should not blind us to the fact that these traditions were accepted as a
valid if not supreme manifestation of Buddhism. Their prestige was such that they were
accepted widely in Tibet, Mongolia, China,* Japan and Southeast Asia.** Its importance is
such that a history of Tantric Buddhism, were one ever written, would not merely chart the
rise and fall of a now dead movement; rather it would be one that properly speaking would
have no clear cut end, in that Tantric Buddhism today persists in a number of living and

vibrant traditions.

1.3. Tantrism in Context

1. Non-Origins

For the study of the Tantras, perhaps more than many other subjects, the critique of
historicism begun by Nietzsche and carried on by Foucault is particularly apt. For Tantric
traditions, while they do not deny history per se, do appear to deny origins, or at least
historical origins. The origin of most Tantras is portrayed as ahistorical, origins that defy
or transcend our normal categories of time and space. Most Tantras claim a mythic origin,
and portray their production as occurring via a witness to some sort of divine discourse or
dialogue, coming from the mouth either of a Buddha or Siva and his consort, Uma.

Some Tantras, arguably, do appear to be making a historical claim when they
portray their revelation as occurring in seemingly historical contexts. An example among
Buddhist Tantras is the Kalacakra, for which has been concocted an elaborate myth of

teaching by Sékyamuni Buddha and transmission thence to the hidden kingdom of

® As Orzech has shown in his 1989 article, Esoteric Buddhism has played and continues to play an
important role and influential role in China, but its “importance has been obscured because it has been
viewed from a series of sectarian perspectives, perspectives which have been generated by the orthodoxies
of Shingon Buddhism, neo-Confucianism, and Western sinology and Buddhology.” (1989:88)

& Nihom has written an excellent book (1994) and a useful article (1998) concerning the transmission of
Tantric Buddhism to Indonesia.
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Shambhala,* or those Hindu traditions that trace their revelation to the overhearing of the
ur-dialogue by a human.®” On the other hand, many Tantric traditions profess that their
‘origins’ are in fact beyond history, and that their appearance in history is merely a
rediscovery or revelation of a pre-existent truth, an example being the legend of the iron
stipa, in which Nagdrjuna is depicted as penetrating an otherwise impenetrable stipa in
Southern India, and receiving therein the Mahavairocana Sitra and the Tatrvasamgraha
Satra from Vajrasattva, who in turn received them from Vairocana Buddha.®® The
Cakrasamvara tradition likewise depicts a divine intermediary between the ultimate source
of the tradition and its revelation amongst the humans.*® In these traditions the Tantra
derives from an ultimate, timeless and hence unhistorical source, and its appearance in
history is twice removed from its origin. And sometimes, as in the case of the
Cakrasamvara Tantra, it is not a single but multiple origin(s) which must be taken into
account. The search for origins is not aided, either, by the likelihood that these legends are
“revisionist myth presented as revisionist history.””®

According to Tantric traditions themselves, if we seek a single point of origination
we are likely to be disappointed, finding only “traces” which if doggedly followed lead us

to non-origins. Derrida’s observation is particularly trenchant here:

% Concerning the myth of the teaching of the Kalacakra and its dissemination in Shambhala see
Bernbaum 1980, pp. 232 ff.

%" The myth, for example, of the reception of the Hindu Tantras by Matsyendra who overheard them while
hidden in the belly of a fish is discussed at length by White (1996a, 1996b). The story is also recounted
in the Buddhist accounts of the life of the siddha Minapa. See Robinson 1979 pp. 47-49 and Dowman
1985, pp. 76-80. See also Tucci 1930.

% The Chinese account of this legend is translated in Orzech 1995. For a critical discussion of the legend
and its importance in the construction of Esoteric Buddhism by Kiikai, see Abé 1999 pp. 220-235.

® According to the lineage lists there were two revelations of the Cakrasamvara Tantra, the first imparted
by Vajradhara to Vajrapani who in turn transmitted it to the mahisiddha Saraha, the second deriving from
Cakrasamvara, which passed to Vajravarihi and then the mahasiddha Laipa.

™ Lopez argues that Mahayina traditions, and the Vajrayana by extension, deliberately avoid the question
of origins via a rewriting of history, perpetually placing their texts in the authoritative context of the
Buddha. Lopez writes that “this rewriting in a certain sense displaces what was for the Mahayina a
problematic question, the question of origins, by introducing a different frame of reference in which tales
lead back not to events, but to other tales. (1995a:26)
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The trace is not only the disappearance of origin — within the discourse that we

sustain and according to the path that we follow it means that the origin did not even

disappear, that it was never constituted except reciprocally by a nonorigin, the trace,

which thus becomes the origin of the origin. From then on, to wrench the concept

of the trace from the classical scheme, which would derive it from a presence or

from an originary nontrace and which would make of it an empirical mark, one

must indeed speak of an originary trace or arche-trace. Yet we know that that

concept destroys its name and that, if all begins with the trace, there is above all no

originary trace. (1976:61)
In what follows we shall look at a number of “traces”, several of which have been
wrenched from their context for the construction of origin schemes. These, however, are
unsatisfactory, perhaps because of their arbitrary nature, and perhaps because the search
must always continue onward as Derrida points out, until we reach the point of entering
into a vicious rather than a hermeneutic circle. Instead, it might be more fruitful to follow
here the Buddhists, who, in rejecting metaphysical speculation into origins,”' recommended
that one develops tolerance of the nonorigination of all things (anutpattikadharmaksanti).

Examples of authors who took up and reified these “traces” include, for example

Benoytosh Bhattacharyya, whose Introduction to Buddhist Esotericism (1932) was quite
influential for several decades, and indeed contributed to the growing awareness of
Buddhist Tantrism in the West. Unfortunately, however, the work is marred by the
continual invocation of the category of the “primitive” as the putative source of Tantric
practice, a category which is not defined, nor is its connection with Tantrism proven. It is
rather assumed, assumed no less from the very start of the book, which begins: “Tantrism
originated from primitive magic. The primitive people of India, like all primitive and

nomadic races throughout the world, must have had primitive magical practices prevalent

among them.””* In reading the text one gets the feeling that he is attempting to explain the

"' See the Citlamalunkyasuita, Majjhima Nikaya 64, Nanamoli 1995 pp. 537-541.

7 Bhattacaryya 1932:1. With regard to magical practices, it is unclear to what extent the Tantras can be
characterized as primitive since the magical practices typically advocated in the Tantras, the satkarmani, is
derived from one of the oldest strata of Indian literature, the Artharvaveda. As Tiirstig has shown in a
1985 article, the magical practices in the Tantras are largely derived from a literate, pre-existant system of
Indian magic. Labeling Tantric magic “primitive” is misleading in that it implies it was derived from a
sub-literate source. This labeling is more informative of the presuppositions of the author, who evidently
was influenced by the negative evaluation of magic in Western thought. (See Tambiah 1990)
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tradition to a public who by then must have been accustomed to the attacks on Tantrism as
degenerate and so forth which characterized “scholarly” studies at that time. It is
unfortunate, however, that in so doing he invoked the colonialist evolutionary historicism
propounded by Orientalists in all fields, and unfortunate as well that this account of
Tantrism’s “origin” has been repeated by other scholars.”

Associating Tantric traditions with “primitive magic” has political overtones that
should not be ignored. From the perspective of the Western human sciences these are
loaded terms. Kapferer noted that

Anthropological interest in sorcery and magic took root at a time of Western

expansion and colonial domination. It arose in a scientific climate alive with the

spirit of Darwinism and concemned with the application of evolutionist thought to

cultural, social, and political matters. The investigation of sorcery and magic,

indeed the labeling of practices as sorcery and magic, was part of a philosophical

and growing anthropological enterprise with huge political undertones. Their study

was integral to the more general engagement of knowledge in the legitimation of the

imperial domination of the West (the site of reason) over the subordinated rest (the

site of unreason). (1997:9)
While it is true that Tantric traditions are typically interested in what might be called
“magical” practices and procedures, much careful investigation is necessary before such
labels can be accepted. Such interest is in fact characteristic of certain facets of Indian
religions and perhaps all religions, to some extent. Buddhism was no exception, despite the
rhetoric of there being a “pure” Buddhism devoid of such practices. Locating the origin of
Tantrism in “primitive” religion, whatever that may be, therefore tells us nothing, in that it is
meaningful only if we posit a pure Buddhism which in fact never existed.

Regarding the “primitive” origin theories of Indian religious development, Renou
commented that

I believe that these theories are exaggerated, and that they are based on superficial
explanations. The empty terms ‘non-Aryan’ and ‘primitive’ are used too readily; in
seeking to prove too much, one runs the risk of finally proving nothing but the
obvious fact that Hinduism possesses the morphological and typological features

common to all forms of religion at a certain stage of development. It must always
be borne in mind that Hinduism is the expression of a great civilization and is

7 See for example Conze 1951, p. 176.
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closely connected with philosophical speculation and literary activity, and that it is a
product of creative imagination and a systematic construction. (1953:48)

His insights are applicable to Tantric Buddhism as well. Naturally, elements of “Tantrism”
no doubt are quite ancient; the cults of the goddesses which were incorporated into the
Tantric traditions may very well be of great antiquity, as another Bhattacharyya argues.™
Stressing, however, the archaic elements obscures the creative and innovative aspects of
Tantric traditions, and is unwarranted since the exact historical processes that gave rise to
the traditions is unclear, and some of the so-called “primitive” aspects of Tantrism may in
fact be understandable products of the internal dynamics of Tantric traditions.”® Nor should
it be forgotten that Tantric traditions possess extremely sophisticated bodies of theory and
practice, which are indeed the products of one of the world’s great civilizations, and which
differ considerably from those practices that might genuinely be labeled “primitive”.’®
These theories and technologies should be appreciated as unique religious phenomena and

not pigeon-holed into “primitive” categories such as the “shamanic”.”” Labeling Tantric

™ See N. Bhattacharyya 1970.

> An example here are certain of the transgressive aspects of Tantrism. Eliade argued that “'such excesses,
adopted in the name of a doctrine of salvation, opened the way to almost inevitable syncretisms with rites
relegated to the lower levels of spirituality and with the behavior patterns of subordinate groups; tantrism
finally incorporates the major and minor magic of the people, erotic yoga encourages the open emergence of
secret orgiastic cults and of licentious maniacs, which, but for the prestige of the tantric maithuna and the
techniques of Hatha Yoga, would have continued their obscure existence in the margin of society and of the
community’s religious life.” (1964:295). While it is certainly possible that the sexual rites originated in
Elaide’s archaic orgiastic cult, this is assumed and not proven. It is also possible for us to understand
these as the product of an intra-Tantric process of development, as I will suggested below. We should note
as well that these are not mutually exclusive propositions; it is perhaps most likely that “archaic rites” may
lie somewhere far back in the genealogies of Tantric practices. But they are likely to have undergone
extensive transformation, rendering them into a distinctly Tantric body of practice, understandable in the
context of Tantric discourse.

7 In the Indian context, one might fairly label the simple rites of village worship "primitive”. But these
rites differ greatly from genuinely Tantric rites, as Biardeau noted, writing: “Nonetheless, to speak of
tantrism in the context of the small temples of the village boundary goddess is out of the question; and
this is a sign that tantric practice continues to be accompanied by a certain refinement in knowledge, and
correlatively by a certain social position, which village shrines cannot offer.” (1991:152)

" Samuel opposes what he claims are two distinct trends in Buddhism, the “shamanic™ and the “clerical”,
and hierarchically opposes them, implying that the former trend is more original and true to the spirit of
Buddhism. He defines the ““shamanic” as a category of practices which include “the regulation and
transformation of human life and human society through the use (or purported use) of alternate states of
consciousness by means of which specialist practitioners are held to communicate with a mode of reality
alternative to, and more fundamental than, the world of everyday experience.” (1993:8) For Samuel, the
crucial link connecting shamanism and Tantric Buddhism is the experience of possession, which he
understands to occur in Tantric sadhana which aim at effecting one’s union with an awakened deity. In
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traditions as “primitive”, etc. is an implicit denial of this, as well as an implicit acceptance of
the colonialist “historical” project.

Another author, however, sees the Tantras as deriving their inspiration from the
Vedas, despite the fact that their authority was challenged by Buddhists from a very early
date. Wayman derives the hypothesis that a brahmin convert to Buddhism wrote the
Mahavairocana Satra simply on the basis of the fact that this sitra contains a chapter on
the rite of fire sacrifice (homa). (1992:203) Now, there is no doubt that the Vedas had a
very far reaching influence throughout India and beyond, and that this influence penetrated
into Buddhism, primarily in the sphere of ritual. Vedic ritualism seems to have served as a
sort of lingua franca of ritual technology in India, and it by no means remained the
monopoly of the brahmins; as Staal observed, “both Buddhism and Jainism rejected Vedic
ritual, but neither rejected ritual.””® The Buddhist rejection of Vedic ritual was a rejection,
in general, of the hegemonic body of discourse of which it was a part, and, in particular, the
violent practice of the sacrifice. The ritual elements themselves, however, were not rejected
wholesale, as is indicated by the Kiitadanta Sutta,”® in which the Buddha is portrayed as
objecting to the performance of a srauta sacrifice simply on the basis of its violence to
animals. Instead, he redefines the rite, prescribing a non-violent “sacrifice”, which is in
effect the Buddhist alternative, the “Great Gift” (mahadana) ceremony, which will be

discussed at greater length in section 3.1.2 below.

doing so he follows Stablein who made this claim in a 1976 article. Gombrich, however, criticizes
Samuel for conflating these very distinct states of possession and meditation. He notes that “Theravada
Buddhists regard possession states, in which all consciousness is lost, as antithetical to Buddhist
meditation, which represents enhanced control of one’s consciousness. This antithesis is traditionally
institutionalized: on poya days, the once weekly day of enhanced Buddhist activity, traditional shrines in
which the officiate fulfills his role by getting possessed do not operate.” (1997:174) The same point can
be made for Tantric Buddhism, which does not at all prescribe possession by an alien being who usurps
one's consciousness.

7 Staal 19904, p. 314. Staal here summarizes Heesterman’s argument, who points out that the Buddhists
did not reject Vedic ritual per se, but reinterpreted it in way which stressed Buddhist values such as non-
violence (ahimsa); see Heesterman's essay “Brahmin, Ritual, and Renouncer” (1985:26-44). See esp. p. 42.

™ Digha Nikaya 5, trans. in Walshe 1987 pp. 133-41.
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Such “traces” of Tantrism seem promising when viewed from a distance, but they
have the tendency to dissolve under analysis. If we turn up anything at all in a search for
origins, it is likely that it will be a plurality of origins, a network of interdependent strands,
any of which if taken alone constitute a dead end, but is meaningful if taken together. Or,
as Foucault put it, “what is found at the historical beginning of things is not the inviolable
identity of their origin; it is the dissension of other things. It is disparity.” (1977a:142) But
if we abandon the search for a mythic “inviolable identity of origin” from the start, it might
be possible to take a more positive, possible and fruitful approach.

If it is not history itself that is the problem here, but rather a lack of precision. It
will not be possible to identify where, when or how Tantric traditions arose unless one is
clear on what exactly Tantric traditions are, or, in other words the paradigmatic discourse
through which any assemblage of ritual and ideological elements can be understood as
Tantric. In examining the elements or constituents of Tantrism, it will be necessary to
identify this locus of meaning, which may not lie in the elements themselves, but in the

underlying perspective which structures them into a coherent system of theory and practice.

1.3.2 Buddhist Origins

Most scholars of Buddhism, being either Buddhist or at least partial to Buddhism in
the sense that their sphere of knowledge centers upon Buddhism, have tended to identify
precedents to Buddhist Tantrism in earlier or exoteric Buddhist traditions. An important
question here then is how do we account then for the presence in non-Tantric literature of
ritual elements considered characteristic of Tantric traditions? This question is relevant to

the broader field of Tantric studies.¥® Within the field of Buddhist studies, the Chinese

% With regard to Hinduism Tantra Goudriaan notes that “it is necessary to distinguish between ‘Tantric
elements’ and ‘Tantrism’ as a ritual and doctrinal system. One can take for certain that some elements, and
perhaps even early stages of the system, are much older than their first emergence in the literature. We have
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Tripitaka has proved an excellent source of information here, since it contains a well
documented body of translations from the beginning of the common era, in which the
gradual increase of “Tantric elements” can be seen. This textual archeology has already
been carried out by several scholars;®' examples include the Mahamayuri-vidyarajii,
translated in the early fourth century by Srimitra, which contains a description of the homa
fire sacrifice.’® The rite of abhiseka is described in several works translated in the fifth
century, including the Avatamsaka Siitra (translated 419 CE), the Suvarnaprabhasa Sutra
(translated ca. 414-26 CE in Liang-zhou) and in the Consecration Sutra (FETELR), a fifth
century composite translation/composition described by Strickmann.?* The
Suvarnaprabhasa is also notable for its introduction of the five Buddha (paficajina)
mandala.** In the sixth century we see translated complex Mahayana liturgical texts like the
Avalokitesvaraikadasamukha, which while not Tantras per se are clearly moving in the
direction of the increasing ritualization which characterize the Tantras.®** The presence of
Tantric elements in some of these texts is so strong that it calls into question the later
datings of the Tantric traditions,*® suggesting that Tantric Buddhism gradually developed
over many centuries, rather than popping into existence in the eighth century, when Tantric

traditions are imported into Southeast Asia, China, Korea, J apan and Tibet.

seen that the Veda contain many features which later re-appear in developed form in the Tantric sources.
But without doubt the Tantra is rooted also in very old traditions of unsystematized yoga and body cult,
shamanism, medicine, magic white and black, astrology, religious eroticism and folkloristic ritual which
found little or no place in pre-Tantric literature.” (Goudriaan et al. 1979: 17

3! See for example Tucci 1930 and Matsunaga 1977, 1978.
%2 See Matsunaga 1977 p. 172.

® See Strickmann 1990, esp. pp. 85-93.

* See Matsunaga 1977 p. 174.

 Ibid. p. 173.

% This was pointed long ago out by Tucci (1930:128-29). This issue of dating will be discussed at more
length in chapter 5.
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This presence also calls into question the exoteric-esoteric taxonomy. Japanese
scholars of Buddhism formulated the dichotomy of mixed and pure esotericism, zomitsu
(F&% ) and junmitsu (Fi% ). This distinction is used to articulate the difference between
the schools of Esoteric Buddhism introduced to Japan during the Heian period and the
Exoteric Buddhism of the Nara period. Abé has shown, however, that this distinction
simplifies and distorts the actual relationship between these schools and their relationships
to the Tantric literature which had in fact been substantially transmitted to Japan during the
Nara period.*’

Tantric traditions clearly place a central concern on ritual, and this concern can be
and has been traced as a development within earlier Buddhist traditions. I would argue,
however, that Tantric traditions are characterized not so much by the presence or absence of
any particular elements, but to a distinctive interpretation of these elements and a distinctive
use. As Abé has argued, it is more a perspective, or, in other words a certain sort of
ideological taxonomy, that articulates the distinction between a sitra and a tantra, an
exoteric and an esoteric work. And while “Tantric elements” can probably be traced back
to the time of the Buddha or even earlier, I will argue, following Abé’s analysis of the Nara
Buddhist establishment, that absent from Indian Buddhist discourse before the seventh

century

was not the elements, but the alternate theories, or perhaps more precisely the
paradigm of Esoteric Buddhism that would detach from the general Mahayana
context of religious practice the methods of worshipping esoteric deities, studying
esoteric sutras, chanting esoteric dharanis, and understanding the efficacy of the
sttras and dharanis chanted. (Abé 1999:177)

At issue then is not the presence or absence of a certain “critical density” of esoteric
elements to make a text Tantric, but a certain consciousness or critical awareness of a body

of Tantric knowledge present in both the production and reception of the texts only by

¥ See Abé 1999 ch. 4, pp. 151-84.
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means of which can an esoteric Buddhist text be recognized as such, and translated into
practice.®®
An essential element of this “critical awareness of a body of Tantric knowledge”
appears to be the discourse of identification with the Buddha, of taking the goal as one’s
path. This critical awareness could be read back into the earlier texts, to both enrich the
Tantric adept’s understanding of the text and also to legitimate the Tantric perspective.
According to Thurman, Tsongkhapa saw such a visionary goal-orientation present in
exoteric scriptures as well. For him
All turnings of the wheel of Dharma manifest a consecratory, or goal vehicle, reality
at the same time as they interact precisely with the contingencies of ordinary history.
Sakyamuni’s luminous field of presence was in subtle reality an inexhaustible
mandala, automatically enthroning those who entered it on the seat of their own
highest potential. His miraculous displays, often recorded in the Individual Vehicle
as well as Universal Vehicle scriptures, imparted instantaneously a transformed
environment to his audiences. (Thurman 1985:376.)
This discourse concerning union with the Buddha and His transformed mandalic
environment could not only be read into the texts, but served as an principle for imparting
meaning to the rites employed in Tantric ritual. Various ritual elements such as mantras,
rmudras, etc. are then understood as effecting this union in the course of larger ritual
performances such as the abhiseka, homa, etc. This discourse is in fact the crucial
identifying linchpin which imparts meaning to these. Both ritual elements such as mantra
and ritual performances such as homa, etc. are not Tantric nor even Buddhist innovations;
nonetheless, the meaning of a Buddhist abhiseka or homa rite is entirely different than a

similar rite performed in a Vedic context, because the rites are understood in different ways

and put to ideological different uses.*’

% As the body of Tantric knowledge is in fact quite extensive, the interpretation of Tantric texts is a
problematic activity, requiring far more than just the philological skill to read the texts, as Kukai
discovered when he encountered a translation of the Dainichi-kyo, the interpretation of which required far
more than mastery of classical Chinese. See Abé 1999, p. 105 ff.

% The question of the meaning of mantras has been a particularly vexing one, in part no doubt because as
speech acts there is the temptation to analyze them semantically. I tend however to lean toward Staal's
argument that mantra are semantically meaningless (see Staal 1989, 1990a). This is not to say that such
analysis is fruitless, however here another approach is needed. The term mantra in fact connotes
instrumentality (formed as it is with a krt suffix; see Findly 1989, p. 26), an instrumentality which is
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Ritual, like texts, is of interpretable rather than fixed meaning, and thus can be put to
different ideological uses. Its interpretation must have the same degree of sophistication
that we would expect of textual studies. This interpretability or ambiguity of ritual was
noticed by Durkheim, who wrote:

this ambiguity shows that the real function of a rite does not consist in the particular
and definite effects which it seems to aim at and by which it is ordinarily
characterized, but rather in a general action which, though always and everywhere
the same, is nevertheless capabie of taking on different forms according to the
circumstances. (1915:431)
One must take into consideration the historical process whereby a ritual action might take
on multiple layers of significance in different historical and social contexts. Generally,
these new layers do not obliterate, but add to, the older layers, resulting in an increase in
ritual complexity, a process Schipper calls the *“accretion” of ritual forms. Schipper
describes this process in the context of the development of Taoist liturgy as follows:
Taoist liturgy has constantly been renewed and elaborated throughout history, but
this evolution rarely entailed the suppression of ancient forms. This process has
resulted in the phenomenon of accretion, with new layers of rites superimposed on
the old and new gods added to the earlier ones. Everything has been preserved and
integrated into the general structure, so that within the articulation of the ritual
syntax, one can detect a real stratigraphy of discourse. (1993:76)
As this process is observable as well in Buddhist ritual texts, an “archeological” exploration
of the development of Buddhist ritual forms would need not only to consider intertextual
diachronic developments but also intratextual synchronic embedding of ritual forms.

Kikai's contribution here is his construction of the category of the Esoteric in
Japan. He shows that it is not any particular esoteric element per se that makes the Tantras
distinctive, given that most of these can be found in some form or another in the nearly
endless volumes of satric literature. In his essay “The Difference Between Exoteric and
Esoteric Buddhism” (Benkenmitsu nikyoron) he writes that “the meanings of exoteric and

esoteric are manifold. If the more profound is compared with the less profound, the former

is to be called esoteric and the latter, exoteric.” This is, of course, a relative distinction,

understood as occurring in a ritual context (Wheelock 1989:96); the “meaning” of mantras thus depends on
the ritual context in which it is used. See Alper 1989, p. 262.
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which Kikai himself points out. (Hakeda 1972:156) Esoteric Buddhism is distinctive in
presenting these elements in an empowering or more profoundly meaningful manner, a
manner conducive to practice for the purpose of attaining complete awakening, provided
that one has received the proper initiation and instructions.

A traditional explanation for the distinction between exoteric and esoteric
Buddhism, the Mahayana and the Vajrayana, is that the goal is the same in the both
vehicles, complete awakening, but the latter has faster, more effective means of reaching
this goal, collapsing the bodhisattva’s seemingly endless evolution into a period as short as
one lifetime, as seen above. Kiikai points this out when he writes, in a letter to Tokuitsu,
that “The Exoteric Teaching (kengys) and the Esoteric Teaching (mikkyd) are distinguished
from each other in their methods of leading beings to enlightenment.” (Abé 1999:207)

This idea is echoed by the Tibetan Sachen Kun-dga’ sNying-po in his Pear!
Garland commentary on the Cakrasamvara Tantra.”® He conceptually divides the
Mahéyana into two broad categories, the Transcendence class (paramita-pitaka, pha rol tu

phyin pa’i sde snod)’’ and the Vidyadhara or “scientist” class.” Sachen distinguishes the

% Sachen Kun-dga’ sNying-po (1092-1158 CE) was a famous Tibetan scholar of the Sa-skya school whose
Pearl Garland (PG) commentary on the Cakrasamvara Tantra was one of the most important and
influential commentaries written on this Tantra in Tibet. The following passages are from his introduction
to this work.

*! The term paramita pitaka here refers to the classical Mahayina path as exemplified by the bodhisattva
and as described, in particular, in the Prajiidparamita class sitras. While this might be the usual referent
for the term mahayana by scholars of Buddhism, Sachen explicitly defines both of these classes as
subdivisions of the larger Mahayana vehicle, for the Vajrayina was considered to be included within the
Mahayana, being distinguished from it only in its methodology. He describes it as follows: *“The method
of the Paramita class is that one first contemplates the suffering of cyclic existence so as to give rise to
dissatisfaction concerning it, in order to achieve the three bodies of a Buddha which is the perfected fruit.
As a result, since one desires to renounce cyclic existence, one goes to seek solitude. As the renunciation of
cyclic existence is nirvana, by contemplating its good qualities one develops the aspiration to attain
nirvana. Until one attains it, one seeks the refuge which protects from suffering. Therefore, first one goes
for refuge in the three jewels. Then, developing the aspiration for finding refuge for oneself and protecting
others, one is able to give rise spirit of enlightenment which engages that aspiration. By the preliminary
practices of going for refuge and giving rise to the spirit of enlightenment, one produces the two
assemblies and the six perfections. By practicing the perfection of these for [at least] three immeasurable
great eons, or up to thirty three [at most], one will attain the three bodies which are the ultimate
fulfillment.” / de la pha rol tu phyin pa’i sde snod kyi tshul ni / ‘bras bu rdzogs pa’i sangs rgyas sku gsum
sgrub par byed pa la / dang po ‘khor ba’i sdug bsngal la bsam pas / ‘khor ba la skyo ba bskyed / de las
‘khor ba spang bar *dod pas dben pa ‘tshol ba ‘byung la // *khor ba de spangs pa mya ngan las ‘das pa yin
pas / de’i yon tan bsam pas mya ngan las ‘das pa thob par ‘dod pa’i ‘dod pa bskyed de / rang nyid kyis ma
thob kyi bar du re zhig sdug bsngal las skyob pa’i skyabs gnas ‘tshol ba ‘byung bas / dang po dkon mchog
gsum la skyabs su ‘gro ba len pa ‘byung / de nas rang skyabs ryed pa dang gzhan skyob pa’i blo skyes
nas smon pa dang ‘jug pa’i byang chub kyi sems bskyed blangs te / skyabs ‘gro dang sems bskyed sngon
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schools in four ways, all of which point, he claims, to the superiority of the Vidyadhara or
“scientist” class, as follows:

Also, in regard to the distinctive qualities of that second [Vidyadhara] class, it says
in the Vidyottamatantra that “the Mantayana is particularly noble because, even
though it has the same aim, it is unconfusing, has many methods, is without
difficulty, and it is mastered by those of sharp faculties.”*® Therefore, although this
second class has the same aim of attaining the state of the true view, the three
fruitional bodies and the five intuitions (jfiana) and so forth, the Vidyadhara class is
particularly more noble than the Paramita class due to four distinctions between the
two. They are distinct in regard to being confusing or unconfusing, having more or
fewer methods, being difficult or free of difficulty, and in regard to [their
practitioners] being of sharp or dull faculties. In regard to the first, Vidyadhara
class is free of confusion because it has, in addition to the oral and written
transmissions, many illustrations and examples such as the Guru’s instructions,
personal experience at the time of the Intuition Being’s descent, the experience of
the three initiations, etc. Since the Paramita class has none of these it is unclear.

Secondly, the Mantrayana has many methods. The Vidyadhara class has not only
skill in the methods of abandoning the addictions (klesa), but it also has skill in
methods of attending to the addictions. The Paramitayana, however, has fewer
methods, for aside from methods of abandoning them it has no methods for
attending to them.

Thirdly, there are three [topics] in regard to the quality of being difficult or free of
difficulty. First, the Paramitayana is physically difficult since it is necessary to
sacrifice one’s body, such as the head, the best of limbs, and the eye, the best of
sense organs, along with one’s wealth, etc. over the course of three great
immeasurable eons. The Mantrayana is physically easy as it is accomplished
merely through path of creation and perfection and so forth. Secondly, the path of
Paramitayana is temporally difficult as one is hindered for three immeasurable eons,
while the Mantrayana is temporally easy as it is accomplished in one or seven

du ‘gro bas pha rol tu phyin pa drug tshogs gnyis kyi bdag nyid du gnas pa de / dus bskal pa chen po
grangs med pa gsum mam / sum cu rtsa gsum la sogs pa’i bar du rdzogs par spyad pas mthar thug gi ‘bras
bu sku gsum thob par *dod pa’o / (PG p. 289.1)

2 The vidhyadhara are mythical beings associated with the Tantras, the vidhyadhara class thus refers to the
Tantras or Tantrism. “Regarding the method of the Vidyadhara class, the vidya is the deity on whom the
flower fell, his or her essence (hrdaya), and so forth. The one who holds it first enters the mandala in a
precise manner, and having identified [him or herself] with the deity and its blessings, adheres both to the
deity on whom the flower fell and its vidya. From practicing this path which possesses the good qualities
of the creation and perfection of that [deity], one will attain the ultimate fruit in either this very life, in the
between state, or through a succession of births [numbering up to] thirteen. In conjunction with that one
will attain the four lower and eight middling achievements, and so forth. / rig pa ‘dzin pa'i sde snod kyi
tshul ni / rig pa me tog phog pa’i lha dang de'i snying po la sogs pa yin la / de ‘dzin pa ni dang po dkyil
‘khor du ji Ita ba bzhin du zhugs te / Iha dang skal ba mnyam byas nas lha gang la me tog phog pa'i lha
dang de’i rig pa bzung ste / de’i bskyed rdzogs yan lag dang bcas pa lam du byas pa las / tshe ‘di nyid
dang srid pa bar do dang / skye brgyud nas ‘bras bu mthar thugs bcu gsum pa la sogs pa thob nas / de’i
shar la dman bshi pa la sogs pa dang / *bring grub pa brgyad thob par ‘dod pa’o / (PG pp- 289.1-2.)

I was unable to find this quote at the beginning of this passage in the Arya-Vidyottama Mahatantra; it
does however occur in Tripitakamala’s Nayatrayapradipa, as follows: / don gcig nyid na’ang ma rmongs
dang // thabs mang dka’ ba med phyir dang // dbang po mon po’i dbang byas pas // sngags kyi bstan bcos
khyad par ‘phags / (NT DT fol. 16b).
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lifetimes, etc. Thirdly, since it is necessary to practice arduous practices and it is
difficult to attain a spiritual friend, the Paramitayana possesses difficulty concerning
assistance. The Mantrayana has no such difficulty as it is achieved via the bliss
which is the art of serving [her] who has the good qualities which are desired on the
path of assistance.

Fourth, in regard to distinguishing those of sharp and dull faculties, the person who
enters onto the Paramitayana enters as a novice, and thus is a person of dull
faculties. One enters into the Mantrayina enters as one whose continuum was
purified in the Paramitayana , so his or her faculties are sharper.®*
If this is so, the greater “means” or liberative art of Buddhist Tantrism is not its ritualism
per se, but the perspective through which such diverse means are yoked to the goal of the
achievement of Buddhahood, via the crucial practice of “taking the goal as the path”, i.e.,
making the experience of Buddhahood the practice by means of mental visualization, vocal
mantra recitations, physical movement (mudra) and so forth, accessible at the very least to

those of “sharp faculties”.”

* / sde snod gnyis po de’i khyad par yang / rig pa mchog gi rgyud las / don geig na yang ma rmongs dang
/I thabs mang dka’ ba med par dang // dbang po mon po’i dbang byas pas // sngags kyi theg pa khyad par
‘phags // zhes gsungs pas na/ sde snod gnyis po de ni Ita ba dngos po'i gnas lugs dang / ‘bras bu sku
gsum dang ye shes Inga la sogs pa thob par don gcig pa yin na yang / pha rol tu phyin pa’i sde snod las /
rig pa ‘dzin pa'i sde snod khyad par bzhis khyad par du ‘phags pa yin te / rmongs pa dang ma rmongs pas
khyad par du byas pa dang / thabs mang ba dang nyung ba dang / dka’ ba dang bcas dang dka’ ba med pa
dang / dbang mo ba dang rtul bas khyad par du byas pa’o // de la dang po ni / rig pa ‘dzin pa’i sde snod la
lung dang rigs pa'i steng du / bla ma’i gdams ngag dang / ye shes phab pa’i dus kyi nyams su myong ba
dang / dbang gsum pa’i nyams su myong ba la sogs pa mtshon byed dpe khyad par can du ‘gyur pa du ma
yod pas ma rmongs pa yin la / pha rol tu phyin pa'i sde snod la de dag med pas rmongs pa yin no // gnyis
pa ni rig pa ‘dzin pa’i sde snod la nyon mongs spong ba'i thabs la mkhas pa’i steng du yang / nyon mongs
pa bsten pa’i thabs la mkhas pa yod pas / sngags kyi theg pa thabs mang ba yin la/ pharol tu phyin pa’i
thegs pa la spang ba’i thabs las bsten pa’i thabs med pas thabs nyung ba yin no // gsum pa dka' ba dang
beas pa dang dka’ ba med pas khyad par du byas pa la gsum las / dang po pha rol phyin pa'i theg pani/
dus bskal pa chen po grangs med gsum la sogs par yan lag gi dam pa mgo dang / dbang po’i mchog mig
la sogs pa’i lus dang longs spyod la sogs pa btang dgos pas dngos po dka’ ba yin la / gsang sngags kyi
theg pa ni lam bskyed rdzogs gnyis la sogs pa tsam gyis ‘grub pas dngos po sla ba'i phyir dang / gnyis pa
ni pha rol tu phyin pa'i theg pa'i lam dus bskal pa grang med pa gsum la sogs par thogs pas dus dka’ ba
dang bcas pa yin la / gsang sngags kyi theg pa ni tshe gcig dang skye ba ‘dun la sogs pas kyang ‘grub pas
dus sla ba’i phyir dang / gsum pa ni grogs dka’ thub dang dka’ spyad la sogs pa spyad dgos pas / pha rol
tu phyin pa’i theg pa grogs dka’ ba dang bcas pa yin la / gsang sngags kyi theg pa grogs lam du ‘dod pa’i
yon tan bsten pa’i thabs bde ba’i *grub pas grogs dka’ ba med pa yin no // bzhi pa dbang mo ba dang rtul
bas khyad par du byas pa ni / pha rol tu phyin pa’i theg pa la ‘jug pa’i gang zag ni las dang po pa’i gang
zag cig ‘jug pas / pha rol tu phyin pa’i lam la ‘jug pa’i gang zag dbang po rtul po yin la / gsang sngags kyi
theg pa la ‘jug pa ni pha rol tu phyin pa’i theg pala rgyud sbyang ba cig ‘jug pa yin pas / dbang po mo
pas khyad par du byas pa yin no / (PG pp. 289.2-3)

** At first glance the idea that the “Mantra vehicle” is both easier yet more suitable for the “sharper”
students appears contradictory, as one expect that the “easier” path would be for the less competent. While
many texts repeat these reasons I have not yet found any which directly address this issue directly. This
and other texts suggest, however, that the Mantra vehicle is easier in that it presents a clear, concise “fast-
track” (Tibetan mgyogs lam, also trans. as “shortcut”) to unexcelled awakening which avoids the lengthy
and arduous practices of the Perfection vehicle. It is best suited to the “sharper” students, however, in that
most people, and particularly those who have less developed faculties of self-awareness and self-control,
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1.3.3 Hindu Origins

It is impossible to view Indian Tantric traditions, particularly the later Buddhist
anuttarayogatantras and the Hindu Tantras, with an open mind and not be struck by the
criss-crossing patterns of overlaps, influences and intertextuality that link the traditions.
Given the complexity of the situation a search for an “origin” here is probably futile;
Buddhist scholars often have a tendency to privilege Buddhism, Hindu scholars Hinduism,
but such conclusions are probably the result of a concentration of knowledge in one area at
the expense of the other. A not uncommon approach, however, has been to resort to
influence from “Hinduism” to explain the growth of “superstitions” in Buddhism that bore
its final, poisonous fruit in the rise of Tantric Buddhism. Farquhar, for example, assumes
that Tantrism was essentially a Hindu development, and accounts for the rise of Buddhist
Tantrism as follows:

A new movement, which really amounted to a disastrous revolution, arose in
Buddhism during this period, the Tantrik movement. It is in all things parallel with
the Tantrik movement in Hinduism; and, like it, it was repudiated by the best
schools of the parent faith. How was such a thing possible in Buddhism? —
Because the main conceptions of polytheistic paganism had never been repudiated
and condemned. All Buddhists believed in the Hindu gods and demons, the need
of honouring them, the supernatural power of sainthood, the occult potency of
yoga-practices, both physical and mental, and the power of magic spells. Although
these things were kept in the background in early Buddhism, they were not killed,
and in the Mahayana they got the opportunity to grow and spread. The numerous
Buddhas and celestial Bodhisattvas of the Mahayana — above all Avalokite§vara —
conceived like Hindu divinities in heavens of glory and pleasure, and worshipped in
like manner, opened the door wide to Hindu superstition. (1920:209-10)

have a tendency to overestimate their abilities, and thus, without proper guidance, are in danger of
overextending themselves, which could potentially be disastrous on the Mantra vehicle, which is typically
considered to be as dangerous as it is easy. For this reason it is said that the Mantra vehicle is best suited
to more advanced students who have the guidance of a qualified instructor or guru, who provides an
authoritative analysis of the student’s abilities and needs and recommends a path accordingly. On the other
hand, students who are less able or who lack a qualified instructor are better off training in the Perfection
vehicle, wherein they can gradually sharpen their faculties for later use in the Mantra vehicle. This was
suggested to me by Geshe Yeshe Thabkay of the Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies in Samath.
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The problem with this sort of characterization, aside from its prejudiced condemnation of
Tantrism, is that it assumes linear causation where only interdependence is warranted. This
observation was made by Locke, who argued against the typical characterization of Newari
Buddhism as “corrupt” because it has “borrowed” elements from Hinduism. Locke wrote
that

One has the impression that many writers find Newar Buddhism corrupt because it

is tantric. This is a biased judgement, and ultimately any evaluation of Newar

Buddhism must be made against the yardstick of their Mahayana-Tantra tradition.

A common complaint is that it is mixed-up with Hinduism. Again, this seems to be

the judgement of tantric Buddhism with its multiplicity of Buddhas, Bodhisattvas,

protective deities and demons, plus the tantric ritual. The iconography of many

such deities has been ‘borrowed’ from the Hindus, or better from the general

treasury of Indian traditign. Thus, many forms of Avalokite$vara (e.g., Nilakantha-

Lokesvara) show heavy Saivite borrowings and the very name Lokesvara is

ambiguous to the outsider. But Avalokitesvara is not Siva and no Buddhist would

conflate the two. The rituals performed by the Vajracaryas and the rituals

performed by the Hindu tantric priests may seem identical to the casual observer,

but the meaning and purpose of the rituals is totally different. (1989:109)
Obviously, religious traditions need to be studied in context. Since elements such as ritual
and iconography form what could be called a “religious vocabulary” which can be put to
many different ideological uses, it is not sufficient to talk only of “borrowing”, which
implies an essentialist understanding of religion. Even for a study on Tantric Buddhism, it
is necessary to articulate its relationship(s) to “Hinduism”, if for no other reason than to
counteract the simplistic models which verge toward misrepresentation. For example,
while the phenomena of the rise of bhakti devotionalism in Hindu traditions and the cults
centered around celestial Bodhisattvas in Buddhism are clearly related and roughly
concurrent developments, there is simply insufficient evidence to prove that either one
caused the other.”® Most likely, they were interdependent phenomena connected by

multiple lines of influence.

% The texts on which these traditions are notoriously difficult to date. The scriptures dedicated to
Amitabha, probably the earliest Buddhist scriptures of this type, have been dated to about 100 CE
(Amstutz 1998:70). Likewise, the Bhagavad-gita has been dated to the first century CE (Miller 1986:3).
It can also be argued that the latter work can be understood as a conservative apologetic addressing the
subtextual criticisms of the Buddhists and the Jains (see Basham 1989 p. 94), suggesting that the inter-
traditional influences crisscross through time.
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The argument of Hindu origins would be tenable if, in fact, the development of
Hindu Tantrism were clear. Its development, however, is at least as obscure as the
Buddhist, and perhaps more so. Unlike Buddhism, Hinduism does not have a datable body
of texts preserved in Chinese or Tibetan translation. The relationship between Tantric
Hinduism and the Vedic tradition is ambiguous at best; while the former clearly did draw
from the latter, and sometimes looked to it for legitimization, the adherents of these two
were at least as likely to reject the authority of the other. One could argue that Hinduism
was riven by a gap constituted by the significant (and arguably ultimately irreconcilable)
difference between Vedic and Tantric theory and practice; attempts at reconciling the two
was a significant trend of early medieval Indian religious history.”

Faced with this difficulty, Goudriaan looks outside of the bastions of brahmanic
Hinduism to account for the rise of Tantrism. He argues that a significant contribution to
the development of Tantra was made

by the probably always rather numerous yogins and ascetics, ‘renouncers’ who
tried to find a direct access to the state of individual release outside the normal frame
of Indian society. Their predilection for wandering or settling away from the centres
of Hindu culture would bring them into contact, not only with the common people
of Hinduized areas, but also with non-Hindu peoples and tribes who worshipped
strange deities and practiced deviating religious customs. Unhampered as they were
by the authority of upholders of dogmatic discipline or canonical scripture, they
freely set to work integrating these various influences into methods of their own.
(1979:39)
It will be argued below that such “liminal” figures most likely played a decisive role in the
early development of Tantric traditions in India. Goudriaan’s characterization above veers
toward the re-importation of the “primitive”, but the renouncers, the sramanas, should not
be labeled “primitive”, as they were responsible for the development of sophisticated

philosophical systems as well as traditions of meditation and yoga. It should be noted,

however, that when invoking such figures as “wandering renouncers” we are no longer

77 Goudriaan comments that “although the followers of the Tantra have often been accused of heterodoxy by
the upholders of the Veda-oriented brahmanical system, Tantrism usually did realize very well the prime
importance of the Veda as a source of revelation (or authentication!). Hence it tried in various ways to
attain a satisfactory solution to this ever-recurring problem: how to settle matters with the generally —
although often only by lip-service — venerated oldest source of the Indian religious tradition, and
especially: how to account for the apparent deviation from and even defiance of that source.” (1979:15)
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dealing with “Hinduism” or “Buddhism” as distinct religions but rather precisely with the
pan-Indian religious substratum. Renunciation is found to some degree in all Indian
traditions to some degree, and while renunciation was closely associated with Buddhism
and Jainism, there undoubtedly remained renunciates unaffiliated with any institutionalized
order. Renunciates in the forms of the siddhas were particularly associated with the Tantric
traditions, and, as will be discussed in chapter three, they are not readily categorized in
sectarian terms.

Given the seeming impossibility of sorting out the relationships between ancient
Indian traditions, a number of scholars in both fields have resorted to the notion of
“‘syncretism’” to explain this complex situation.”® This approach has the virtue of leaving
aside the search for origins and respecting that certain aspects of the Tantrism are not easily
pigeon-holed into scholarly categories such as “Buddhism” and “Hinduism”.”®
Nonetheless, it still is somewhat problematic in anachronistically referring to, for example,
a “Hindu” tradition in early medieval India, as the category of “Hinduism” is a colonialist
construction, carrying within its indistinct boundaries a number of distinct traditions: there
is thus little or no basis for its application to pre-colonial India.'® While the term
“Hinduism” will not be rejected here, it is important to note that it is not always meaningful
in the context under investigation. For example, from the perspective of the vaidika
brahmins Buddhists were heretical (nastika) in that they rejected the authority of the Veda,
but so too were a number of other supposedly “Hindu” groups such as the Pasupatas and

the Kapalikas who were most likely played a key role in production of the “Hindu”

% See for example White 1996a for a discussion of Hindu-Buddhist syncretism in regard to Tantrism and
related traditions (i.e. rasa@yana).

* Indeed, this is in part due to the fact that there is a striking overlap between Buddhist and Hindu
traditions in the realms of both theory and practice, although this overlap is not so great as to verge on
identity; the differences are as striking as the similarities.

'% The word “Hindu” evidently derives from the Persian pronunciation of sindhu, also known as the Indus
River or the region through which it flows. As the Muslims first encountered India in the vicinity of the
Indus the term came to refer in Muslim parlance to India in general; “Hindu” thus was a foreign term
referring to Indians, and “Hinduism” is of course not an indigenous term for Brahmanic or vaidika religion.
See Smith 1987 p. 34-35.
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Tantras. These groups were, however, also considered to be outsiders (bahyika) by the
Buddhists since they believed in a creator deity.

The complexity of religious life in early medieval India is not easily reduced to a
simple case of *“Hindu-Buddhist” syncretism. It is a useful idea, however, in that it
recognizes that innovation occurred within numerous groups who, despite their sectarian
identities and institutional independence, were not constituted as closed systems, but instead
were engaged in a constant process of borrowing and adapting religious ideas and ritual
technologies, despite the sometimes hostile rhetoric produced perhaps in an effort to hide
this process. In talking about syncretism, however, one should keep in mind that it did not
occur between the monolithic traditions portrayed in the textbooks, but rather betwixt a
more complex field of players who, despite their later association under the rubrics of
“Hinduism” or “Buddhism”, had distinct identities and institutional establishments.

Appropriations of deities and religious ideas and practices commonly occurred
between Indian religious traditions. It is not entirely clear, however, whether or not all such
instances should be labeled “syncretic”. Gombrich, for example, has argued that
syncretism should be reserved for the unconscious process of adoption or compromise that
often occurs when religious traditions are declining or transforming. He has argued, for
example, that syncretism should be limited to cases such as when Sri Lankan *“Buddhists”
make animal sacrifices at Hindu temples without knowing that they are in fact violating a
key Buddhist precept.'®

Gombrich uses the term “ethicization” to refer to the much more frequent
phenomenon of Buddhist adoption of the ideas, practices or deities of other sects, in which
the Buddhists transform the adopted practice or deity by subordinating it to the “higher”
goal of awakening. This process is justified by the doctrine of liberative art (upaya), since

such appropriations can be used in order to convert people to the Buddhist path. The

% See Gombrich 1993, p. 166, and also Gombrich and Obeyesekere 1988, p. 34.



58

practices or deities are “ethicized” in the sense that they are reinterpreted, stripped of violent
aspects and recast as Buddhist.

This process is well attested historically and continues at the present time. The
process by which Buddhists appropriate and reinterpret non-Buddhist practices in present
day Nepal has been well described by Mumford in his 1989 book.'®® This process is also
narrated in the numerous legends of the conversion of non-Buddhist deities by Buddhists
or Buddhist deities. These encounters typically are prompted by the unethical, harmful
behavior of the non-Buddhist deities, who upon “conversion” are awakened and vow to act
in an ethical manner, and to protect rather than harm Buddhists and the Buddhist religion.
The Cakrasamvara tradition, in fact, supposedly originated in just such an act of
conversion, of the “Hindu” deities Bhairava and Kalaratri.

Unfortunately, it is not always easy to distinguish unconscious “syncretism” from
conscious appropriation (ethical or otherwise) since it is not easy to judge the knowledge
and motivations of the actors involved. Bharati, for example, noted that

In certain places the Hindus and Jains worship the same icon as different entities;
thus Hindus may worship a particular icon as Siva, while Jains worship it as
Par$vanatha (one of the founders of Jainism); they might not even be aware that
others around them are worshipping a different representation. If the matter is
brought up, specialists around the place may declare, ‘both these divinities are the
same.” This is in line with the classical postulate of samanvaya, that enjoins the
stressing of essential similarities and possible identities in cuit and thought
whenever there is an apparently contradictory situation. (1967:110)
The temples Bharati discusses here are Jain temples in the vicinity of Mount Abu in
Rajasthan; this seems to represent an early stage in the same process whereby Saivas
completely absorbed and gained control over Buddhist and Jain temples in South India.
Jaini describes the Kadri Maiijunatha temple, a Saiva temple near Mangalore which was
originally a Buddhist monastery called Kadarika vihara, which was evidently dedicated to

the bodhisattva Maiijuéri. While the exact nature of this conversion process was unknown,

Jaini surmises that the Saivas identified Mafijusri as a form of Siva and proceeded to

12 See especially Mumford 1989 pp. 27 ff.
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worship him as such, and gradually gained control of the site. While the current residents
of the temple are unaware of its Buddhist derivation, no doubt their predecessors were.'®
In such cases the Hindu ideology of samanvaya seems to function as does the Buddhist
notion of upaya, i.e., as a justification for the appropriation of an attractive feature of
another tradition, while still maintaining the supremacy of one’s own. Such might be the
motivation behind subordinating claims of inclusiveness, which, rather than outright
denying rival teachings, claim them as a form of one’s own. For example, the Saivite
Ajitagama claims that “also in the (tradition) of Bhairava, and in other (traditions) such as
that of Pasupati, and in the Vaisnava and Buddhist lore as well as in the worship of the
deities of the regions...all that is none other than He, the Ruler of the Gods, the Eternal,
called Siva™'®*

Often, such appropriations are followed by the effacement of the original source,
typically through claiming that things were always thus, that the appropriated idea, etc. was
an original idea of the tradition. Quamnstrém notes that

The process involved in the formation of any orthodoxy implies the requirement of
conformity of the traditional exegesis to the dogma of the canonical scriptures.
When new ideas are introduced into a tradition they are often presented or just
tacitly incorporated as if they were old or original. For one reason or another they
have been lost or forgotten, but have now been rediscovered or reintroduced into
the tradition. By means of such reintroduction of ideas which from our historical
perspective are new or at least partly new, but from the point of view of the tradition
are considered old, the tradition itself considers itself as being reformed in
accordance with the impeccable (orthos) doctrines (doxa) of the basic scriptures. In
this way it has been “‘purified” from heterodoxy which in the course of time had
become a part of its teaching. (1998:45-46)
This process of appropriation followed by incorporation is evident in both Buddhist and
Hindu traditions. With regard to the former, the Cakrasamvara tradition is a case in point,

since it clearly appropriated and incorporated significant aspects of the Kapalika tradition,

'% See Jaini 1980, p. 87.

' bhairave ca tathanyesu paupasupatadisu visnutantre ca bauddhe ca tatha dikpaladargane... tat tat saeva
devesah Sivasamjiiah sanatanah (Ajitagama, Kriyapada 1,22, op. cit. Goudriaan 1978 p. 439; trans. in
Goudriaan 1978, pp. 36,7, with emendations by me.
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which was unorthodox vis-a-vis both Buddhism and Hinduism.'®* With regard to
Hinduism, the Hindu Tantric cults of the goddess Tara and Chinnamasta are clearly derived
from well-known Buddhist counterparts.'®

[ will use the term “syncretism” or the adjective “syncretic” to refer to those
traditions or texts which most likely derive from multiple origins, but which have effaced
this in portraying their origination as occurring via a unitary process of revelation
descending through a hoary tradition. A tradition may also be labeled syncretic when,
despite such claims, there remain traces pointing toward their derivation from a multiplicity
of sources rather than a singularity. This label can be applied not only to the Cakrasamvara
tradition, which owes a debt to groups such as the Kapalikas, and most likely to the
Kapilikas themselves as well. The concept of “unconscious” syncretism does not seem to
be a helpful interpretive category, since all traditions to some extent draw upon outside
sources, and whatever elements are appropriated tend to be almost seemlessly incorporated
into their new contexts, and transformed in the process.

On the other hand, in cases such as the Cakrasamvara where there is an origin myth
that clearly portrays the source from which elements was appropriated and transformed,
Gombrich’s concept of “‘ethicization” will serve nicely. These myths in fact illustrate
through narrative a theory of cultic appropriation; while Hindus have their theory of
samanvaya, Buddhists have a theory of the control, enjoyment and assimilation of non-
Buddhist deities along with their attendant cults, as will be shown in section 6.3 below.

When dealing with early medieval Indian religious traditions, it is often impossible
to pinpoint a definitive source for a feature found in several different traditions, making the

attempt to ascertain its origin futile. Ruegg has argued that numerous practices, deities, etc.

'% The general relationship between Buddhist and other renunciant groups such as the Kaplikas will be
discussed in section 3.2 below, while specific evidence of such syncretism will be discussed in section
6.2.2.

"% Concerning Tara see Kinseley 199, pp. 112-128, while Beyer's (1973) monograph on the Buddhist Tara
remains the standard study concerning Her; see also Wilson 1986. Bernard’s (1994) study of the Hindu
and Buddhist versions of Chinnamasta is very interesting; see also Kinseley 1997, pp. 144-66.



61

found in Buddhism but also in other traditions derive from what he calls the Indian
“religious substratum™.'”’ One might include in this category cosmological ideas found in
all the major religions, as well as yogic and meditative techniques that cannot be traced to
any one tradition in particular.

It also appears to be the case that religious traditions in India were not as sharply
divided as scholarly categories would lead one to believe. This certainly appears to be the
case with Tantric traditions, which often include many of the same figures among their
lineage lists of founding figures, the so-called mahasiddhas, of some of the most important
Buddhist and Saiva'® Tantric traditions. Certain of these “founders”, such as
Luipa/Matsyendra, are so important to both traditions that it calls into question facile
categorizations, implying that sectarian identities may not have been as important as we
might be led to believe. This is suggested not only by examples of borrowing or
appropriation of doctrines or ritual or meditative techniques across sectarian lines.'* With
regard to yogic groups, in fact, identity may have been based on /ineage much more than
sect, and these lineages may have very often crossed sectarian boundaries.

An relevant example may be the case of the nath traditions, which are commonly
considered to be Hindu. Briggs, however, has shown the influence of Buddhism on these
traditions in his influential (1938) book on the naths. The naths appear to be a truly liminal

group, not easily pigeon-holed into any neat sectarian category,''® but the similarities of the

' He argues this in his 1964 and 1989¢ articles.

'% [ use the term saiva not in the specific sense defined by Brunner, i.e., as referring to the Southern
faivagama tradition (1986:514). Rather, [ use it in the more general sense defined by Apte, i.e., “one of
the three principle Hindu sects” (1965:927.2). In the Tantric context I will use it in reference to those
traditions which place their greatest emphasis on the god Siva in any of his forms, such as Bhairava. [
will use the term Sakta to describe those traditions on which the greatest emphasis is placed upon the
goddess in her various forms. These terms do overlap somewhat, but I will provide clarification when
necessary.

' Examples of borrowing by the Cakrasamvara tradition from Saiva sources will be discussed below in
chapter six.

"® Regarding the naths Gonda wrote that “the so-called Natha-Yogins constitute a religious movement
which, while probably originating in the North-East or East of India, and after playing an important part in
the history of medieval Indian mysticism, still has adherents in many parts of the subcontinent. Being
nearly related to the other currents which aim at conquering death they have amalgamated with tantrist and
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doctrines to Tantric Buddhist doctrines have led some to conclude that they owe a debt to
the Buddhists.""" On the other hand, a number of Tibetan Buddhist lineages appear to
originate with nath yogins whose identity as Buddhists are far from certain, and who may
have had closer affiliation with Saiva or even Sufi groups.''> Some have claimed that the
complex relationships between these groups is due to a lack of sectarianism. Dowman
claims that

During this [early medieval] period there was little or no sectarianism, and a siddha

could accept initiation and practice the instruction of Buddhist, saiva and sakta

Gurus concurrently or consecutively. Although this may have led to some

exchange of metaphysics and techniques between lineages, doctrines and yogas

remained separate. (1985:78)
This evident lack of sectarianism is perhaps attributable to a greater emphasis placed on
lineage, which we would expect of groups of yogins loosely organized around charismatic
gurus, rather than sects, which would have implied a certain degree of institutional
establishment which had perhaps not occurred until a later date. Chapter three will develop
the argument that these yogin groups constituted a liminal group in the structure of early
medieval Indian society, loosely organized around the charismatic leadership of the gurus.
As such they may have had more in common socially than the later sectarian identifications

would lead us to believe. The sectarianism and strife was most likely the product of a

somewhat later development as distinct lineages became institutionalized into distinct sects

Saktist ideas and practices. Their highest aspiration is to become God in their present bodily existence and
they try to attain this ideal by means of techniques presupposing the corrolation between, and the identity
of, macrocosm and microcosm: everything that is found in creation has a parallel in the human body.
Their Sivite origin is very uncertain, but they impress us, especially in their Bengali representatives, as a
variety of that religion.: it is Siva who is their High God and the first teacher of their doctrines; it is union
with him which they aspire to; Sivite temples and festivals are frequented and rules of Sivite asceticism
followed. However, in the West of India they are nearer to Visnuism, in Nepal Buddhism, and their
customs and literature evince a tendency to adopt many heterodox elements.” (1977:221)

"' Bose, for example, wrote that “some of the Natha-Siddhas had definite Saivite leanings. But it would
not be correct to label the Natha-Siddhas as a Saivite sect. Their tenets bear too much resemblance to [the]
Vajrayana.... The Natha-Siddhas were originally nine in number and many of them were included in the list
of the 84 Buddhist Siddhas. It is quite likely that many of them started as disciples of Buddhist
Tantrikas. Later they somewhat Hinduised the teachings of the Buddhist tantras. They introduced many
new theories in the realm of yoga and hathayoga thereby making a departure from the Vajrayana.”
(1988:200, insert mine)

"' See Templeman 1997 for an account of Taranatha's studies under a Nath guru. See Walter (1992 &
1996) for a discussion of the riNying-ma tradition attributed to a Nith yogin “Jabir” (dza-ha-bir) whom
Walter identifies with the Islamic alchemist Jabir ibn Hayyan (ca. 721-815).
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competing for influence, patronage and scarce resources. And while sectarian identities are
applicable to the study of Tantric traditions at a later date, it may be anachronistic to apply
them to the early medieval period when their social position is far from clear. That distinct
lineages formed which were transmitted separately, and around which institutions in some
cases later crystallized, is clear.''?

Tantric Buddhism thus presents a certain challenge to those who would investigate
its development. On the one hand, traces and contributions from numerous sources,
Buddhist and non-Buddhist, can be identified, pointing toward a multiplicity of origins. On
the other hand, Tantric Buddhism not only maintained its identity as Buddhist in the
process of the absorption and transformation of the various practices that would constitute
the Tantras, but also created a new discourse and new identity for Buddhists that probably
did not bring about the downfall of Buddhism in India, but revitalized it and assured its
survival well into the second millennium.

In the chapters that follows I will seek to contextualize the Cakrasamvara Tantra,
to shed light on the social, historical and intellectual tends that contributed to it development
and interpretation in India. Given the lacunae that exist concerning the early medieval
period in question this study will necessarily be incomplete, and will address only several
issues out of the many that could possibly be addressed. In particular, this study will focus
on the peculiar dialectic that unconventional Tantras such as the Cakrasamvara Tantra
exhibit. That is, they both contain renunciant tendencies, seeking to locate themselves in the
liminal spaces such as the charnel ground in which they take a stance diametrically opposed
to normative social values, but yet at the same time assert a mastery which is at the same
time an appeal for power and patronage within the social world. As Mookerjee and

Khanna put it,

'} Snellgrove noted “whatever features they have in common, Buddhist tantras are quite distinct from
Hindu tantras, and there was never any confusion in their ransmission.” (1987:118)



Tantra evolved out of the same seeds in which the traditional system germinated and
therefore grew up in the mainstream of Indian thought, yet in the course of time it
received its nourishment from its own sources, which were not only radically
different from the parent doctrine but often heretical and directly opposed to it. In
this way, tantra developed largely outside the establishment, and in the course of a
dialectical process acquired its own outlook. (1977:14)
This outlook is neither simplistically this-worldly nor other-worldly, but rather involves the
integration of seemingly paradoxical positions, an integration possible by means of a
nondualistic philosophy which negates extreme, essentialist positions. This allowed both
the critique of the status quo, as well as the formation of an alternative vision of reality, as

well as an alternative social ideology.
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Chapter Two
Passion, Compassion and Self-Mastery:

Approaches to Tantric Buddhism

Past criticisms of Tantric traditions stemmed from a literal interpretation of
transgressive passages contained in the Tantras themselves. These criticisms were typically
made without regard to the interpretations such passages were given in the commentaries.
They thus ignored the understanding of the texts of held by the traditions themselves, as
well as their place within the larger context of Mahayana Buddhist thought.

This chapter begins with a discussion of Mahayana nondualistic philosophy by
means of which commentators approached these passages, and which thus represents the
intellectual context in which they should be understood and interpreted. This also informs
the Tantric discourse concerning praxis and social action, since nondualism was used as a
justification for the rejection of the ideology, for example, of purity and pollution which
was central to normative Indian religious and social theory.

This chapter continues with an examination of some of these passages, arguing that
the literal interpretation to which they have been subjected is inadequate, and that a more
sophisticated approach is needed to approach this highly challenging and sophisticated
body of Buddhist literature. This approach will require a better understanding of their
social contexts, i.e., the Buddhist polities in which these texts were composed, studied and
practiced. It will be argued that the rhetoric of transgression in Tantric texts is best
understood to represent not antinomianism per se, but rather a striking illustration of the
mastery in and beyond the world that Tantric praxis is supposed to effect. This is
significant because it is an underlying principle to the social ideology found in Tantric texts,

which will be discussed in Chapter Three below.
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2.1 Purity

Tantric Buddhism was often considered to be dangerous due to the likelihood that it
would be misinterpreted by those who are philosophically and yogically unprepared. The
visualization of oneself as a Buddha might sound appealing, but could be harmful to the
unprepared in that it might inflame the already enlarged egos of those who have not truly
taken to heart the teaching of selflessness. On the other hand, the seemingly transgressive
nature of the Tantras have led many to conclude that they have somehow fallen from the
lofty ideals of earlier forms of Buddhism. In what follows, however, I will argue that the
transgressive rhetoric of the Tantras can be understood as a consequence of certain trends
already present within earlier forms of Buddhism, and that relevant ideas cluster particularly
fruitfully around the idea of “purity” and what that means in terms of both theory and
practice.

[n exploring the relationship between the cosmos and meditation in Buddhism in the
last chapter it was observed that this is possible only due to the doctrine of selflessness
(anatman) or voidness (sunyata). This idea, that all things and beings lack any sort of
intrinsic reality, yields, when rigorously applied, the doctrine of nonduality, which denies
the ultimate validity of any of the dichotomous constructions on which it appears human
thought and language is based. This idea, somewhat paradoxically, is expressed in the
classical Madhyamika formulation of the two truths, which simultaneously affirms the
existence of the world from a conventional point of view, while at the same time holding
that its ultimate truth is precisely the fact that it or any of its component parts is devoid of
any intrinsic reality. These two levels are linked by the idea of relativity
(pratityasamutpada), since things lack any intrinsic basis for their existence, they exist in

an interdependent fashion.
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There have been various attempts to add a third term to this equation to mediate
between the conventional and the ultimate levels,' but according to the classical
Madhyamika this is unnecessary, for relativity, which can be understood as a description of
the conventional, is itself devoid of intrinsic reality. Or, as Candrakirti wrote in his
Madhyamakavatara, “Even though [things] are not in reality produced, it is not the case
that they do not serve as objects that are perceived in the context of evervday experience, as
in the case of a barren woman’s son.”

Therefore, in the philosophy of the Mahayina all dichotomies are ultimately false
and collapse into the state of non-difference, which is not precisely identity, and which is
called nonduality (advaya). This applies even to the distinction between the phenomenal
and transcendental worlds, bondage and liberation, samsara and nirvana. Hence
Nagarjuna argued in his Mulamadhyamakarika that “there is nothing distinguishing cyclic
existence (samsara) from liberation (nirvana); there is nothing distinguishing liberation
from cyclic existence. That which is the limit of cyclic existence is the limit of liberation;
there is nothing between them, not even a very subtle thing.”* Objectively it may not be
possible to distinguish samsara and nirvana, meaning that no place or thing is privileged

as a locus for liberation. Instead, the case can and has been made that bondage and

! For example, see Swanson 1989 for a discussion of Zhi-yi’s introduction of the “middle way” (78 ) as
a third mediating term betwixt the Two Truths. Donner, however, argues that this third term does not
merely mediate between the two. He argues that it “is not truly a compromise, a ‘middle way' between
extremes as we might first think, but instead emphasizes the paradoxical nature of reality: that the truth
cannot be reduced to a single formulation.” (1987:205). It is arguable that the middle of the three natures
of the Yogacirins, the “other-dependent” or “relative” (paratantra) nature, serves the same role: such a
scheme, however, is arguably unnecessarily or at least misleading insofar as it fosters or points toward an
unwillingness to fully apply the doctrine of §iinyata to conventional reality, leaving untouched by its
critique a intrinsic identity to the designative base of concepts and language. See Thurman 1984 pp. 117-
18, 201-03, 299.

?/ de nyid du ‘di ji ltar skye med kyang // mo gsham bu Itar gang phyir ‘jig rten gyi // mthong ba’i yul du
mi ‘gyur ma yin pa /. Milamadhyamakavatara 6.110a-c, Huntington 1989, p. 208 n. 83. cf. Huntington
1989:47.

? ch. 25, vv. 19-20: na samsarasya nirvanat kimcid asti videsanam // na nirvanasya samsarit kimcid asti
visesanam // nirvanasya ca ya kotih kotih samsaranasya ca // na tayor antaram kimcit susuksmam api
vidyate // (Kalupahana 1986:365-66) / ‘khor ba mya ngan ‘das pa las // khyad par cung zad yod ma yin ///
mya ngan ‘das pa ‘khor ba las // khyad par cung zad yod ma yin // mya ngan ‘das mtha’ gang yin pa // de
ni ‘khor ba’i mtha’ yin te // de gnyis khyad par cung zad ni // shin tu phra ba’ang yod ma yin // (MMK
fol. 17a).
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liberation, while not ontologically separate, are experientially separated by two distinct
modes of cognition.

This view was that held by both of the major schools of Mahayana philosophy, the
Idealists (vijianavadin) and Centrists (madhyamika).* The Idealists expanded upon the
Vaibhasika theory that there are two types of existence, expressed by Samghabhadra as
follows: “Existents are of two sorts: those which exist substantially, inherently, and those
which exist as designations. These two categories correspond, in effect, to the distinction
between ultimate truth and experiential truth.”® The Centrists also attacked the Vaibhasika
notion that there were intrinsically real existents, and replaced the belief in ultimately real
dharmas or constituents of reality with the idea that ultimate reality is precisely the
voidness or lack of any such intrinsically real existents.®

This had the effect of ontologically destabilizing the world, which could no longer
be seen as real as it appears. For if substantial existence (dravyasat) is negated, existence
can only be conceived as representation (vijiiapti) or designation (prajiiapti); what is
accepted is that there are representations or appearances, and linguistic conventions, but it is
not accepted that ultimately realities lie behind them.” The net effect of this critique is that

emphasis or the focus of critical analysis is shifted away from the outside world, which is

* See Thurman 1984 for an in-depth discussion of these schools.
* From his Nydyanusara; quoted from Griffiths 1986 p. 50.

¢ It has been argued that one of the central motivating factors in the development of Madhyamika
philosophy was the attack on the Abhidharma theorists, and in particular the dharma theory, which holds
that persons and things lack any intrinsic reality in that they are composite, but argues that the parts to
which they can be reduced are intrinsically real. Nagarjuna’s writings can be understood as a thorough
critique of this idea; from the Mahayana perspective the proponents of the dharma theory failed to
undertake a complete deconstruction of reality. A thorough description of the dharma theory, as well as
the early critiques by the Sautrinikas and Prajfidptivadins, see Lamotte 1988a, pp. 593-609, as well as
Sanderson 1994b; concerning the importance of this debate in the development of the Madhyamika
positions see Huntington 1989, esp. pp. 17-19.

” The critique of the conventional aspect of reality was the particular focus of Maidhyamika philosophy.
Nigarjuna (24:26, pada 2) wrote that “no truth has been taught by the Buddha for anyone, anywhere.” na
kvacit kasyacit kascid dharmo buddhena desitah (trans. in Sprung 1979:262) Candrakirti, commenting on
this in his Prasannapada, assumes a representation model of language, i.e. that “there are....no entities to
which words refer. There is no entity ‘person’ distinct from an individual psycho-physical history, though
we mistakenly think we refer to such; there is no entity corresponding to the word ‘chariot’ distinct from
its axles, wheels and so on. In all such cases the noun word functions not by naming, not by furthering
cognition, but as a prajiiapsi.” (Sprung 1979:17)
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ultimately unknowable to the discursive mind and which is de-reified, to the mind, which,
although equally or even more unstable, is given primacy as the source or constructor of the
representations of the world which the uncritical assume to be real. Perhaps the most
tllustrative example of this idea occurs in a famous verse in Vasubandu's Vimsikakarika,
which occurs as follows, “the mind is indefinite, as in a dream, just as all preta see a stream
as pus and so forth, or like an injury received in a dream.”®

In his autocommentary on this verse, the Vimsikavrzti, Vasubandu explains that a
single locus of perception, the stream in the above example, might be viewed in radically
different ways by different beings. A deity might see it as nectar luminous and pure, a
human as a stream of water for bathing, drinking, etc., a hungry spirit (preta) as a stream of
filth, and a fish as the world itself. The world then is very much a matter of perceptual
representation, and there is no basis for confidence that any one view of the world is
complete, or even accurate. This might seem a radical idea, but it is not in the Buddhist
context; the underlying assumption is the same as that which underlies the ancient Buddhist
idea that the cultivation of different meditative states such as the four dhydna gives one
access to different realms of reality, which will be discussed in section 3.3 below.
Vasubandu simply shakes up the cosmology a bit by implying that different “realms” may
not necessarily occupy different fields of physical space; instead they might occupy
different but overlapping fields of psychic space.

Seen in this light, his position seems less extreme, and not far from the normative
Buddhist view. Vasubandu’s use of the lake metaphor is an explanation of the Buddhist

idea that one’s mental and meditative state condition one’s experience of reality.” As a

¥/ rmi lam’o sems kyang nges pa med // yi dags bzhin te thams cad kyis // klung la mag la sogs mthong
bzhin // bya byed rmi lam gnod pa ‘dra /. Vimsakakarika, DT fol. 3a.

° This idea is supported by Bronkhorst's (1986:102-3) argument that prajfia, which we might translate as
“discerning wisdom” or “insight”, referred in the context of Buddhist meditation to an essential insight
into the altered states of consciousness that arise in meditation, and which a successful meditator must
have in order to negotiate these altered states. This prajiia or insight was considered particularly essential
in the mediations on the four dhyana, which, as we have seen, have cosmic as well as psychological

significance.
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result, negative states characterized by suffering were seen as ultimately deriving from
misknowledge (avidya), while correct understanding would serve as their antidote.

The perception of “purity” or “impurity” could be seen as the products of a different
modes of perception, and not a condition of the entity itself. For Buddhaghosa, for
example, purity is definitely the product of understanding rather than birth status or any
other inherent condition; he bases his masterpiece The Path to Purity (Visuddhimagga) on
the following verse from the Dhammapada: “All conditioned things are impermanent. He
who understands this truth becomes disgusted with suffering. This is the path of purity.”'°
In this text Buddhaghosa equates “the path to purity” with the development of the wisdom
which eradicates the misknowledge that is the origin of all suffering. The reinterpretation
of “impurity” as misknowledge is clearly made in the following passage from the
Mahaniddesa: “Delusion, not dust, is that which we call ‘dirt’, and ‘dirt’ is just a term used
for delusion; delusion the wise reject, and they abide, keeping the Law of him without

delusion.”"'

This same point is made in the Varthipama Sutta, in which the Buddha
depicts purification as occurring via a mental process.'?

The case that the purity or impurity of the world is conditioned by one’s mental
state is made in several Mahayana sitras. For example, in the first chapter of the
Vimalakirti Nirdesa Sitra the Buddha describes the purity of a Buddha’s buddha-field as
dependent upon the mental state of the bodhisattva who gives rise to it. §z'u'iputra, the
classic straw man in Mahayana sutras, thereupon wonders if, since the Buddha’s pure
land/buddha-field, this “Tolerable” (saha) world in which we dwell, is impure, the

Tathagata’s mind is thus impure. He is quickly disabused of this notion in the exchange

which follows:

' Dhammapada v. 277: sabbe saiikhira anicca yada pafifidya passati / atha nibbindati dukkhe esa maggo
visuddhiya // (C. A. F. Rhys Davids 1920 p. 2; cf. Pe Maung Tin 1923 p. 3 and Kaviratna 1980 p. 109).

"' Mahaniddesa 1.505, trans. in Tambiah 1985b.

2 Majjhima Nikaya 7; see Nanamoli and Bodhi 1995, pp. 118-122.
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The Buddha, knowing telepathically the thought of the venerable Sziriputra, said to
him, *“What do you think, Sariputra? Is it because the sun and the moon are impure
that those blind from birth do not see them?”

Sz‘u‘iputra replied, “No Lord, it is not so. The fault lies with those blind from birth,
not with the sun and the moon.”

The Buddha declared, “In the same way, Sariputra, the fact that some living beings
do not behold the splendid display of virtues of the buddha-field of the Tathagata is
due to their own ignorance. It is not the fault of the Tathagata. Sariputra, the
buddha-field of the Tathagata is pure, but you do not see it.”

Then the Brahma Sikhin said to the venerable Sariputra, “Reverend Sariputra, do

not say that the buddha-field of the Tathagata is impure. Reverend Sariputra, the

buddha-field of the Tathigata is pure. I see the splendid expanse of the buddha-

field of the Lord Sakyamuni as equal to the splendor of, for example, the abode of

the highest deities.”

Then the Venerable §iriputra said to the Brahma Sikhin, “As for me, O Brahma, [

see this great earth, with its highs and lows, its thorns, its precipices, its peaks, and

its abysses, as if it were entirely filled with ordure.”

Brahma Sikhin replied, “The fact that you see such a buddha-field as this as if it

were so impure, reverend Sariputra, is a sure sign that there are highs and lows in

your mind and that your positive thought in regard to the buddha-gnosis is not pure

either. Reverend Sariputra, those whose minds are impartial toward all living

beings and whose positive thou%hts toward the buddha-gnosis are pure see this

buddha-field as perfectly pure.”
This text presents a direct challenge to the reader in implying that dissatisfaction with the
world, along with the concomitant suffering, are not the product of the world per se but of
the mind of the beholder, and in particularly of a certain way of thinking about things, a
partial mode of thought which draws the sorts of distinctions made by Sariputra. But it is
not simply a matter of perspective in the ordinary sense of the word; the difference between
the perception of Sariputra and Brahma Sikhin here seems closer to the difference between
ahuman’s and a preta’s perception of water, radically different. Radical difference must

then characterize the two modes of cognition that underlie them.

" Thurman 1976:18. Another formulation, popular in East Asia, is the division of the mind into two
aspects, the “pure” ultimate aspect and the “impure” relative aspect, contained in the Awakening of Faith.
These two aspects, however, are understood to exist in an interdependent, non-dual fashion. See Hakeda
1967, pp. 31-46.
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From here it does not require a giant leap to reach the position of the
Lankavatarasutra, which like Vasubandhu propounds that one’s experience in the world is
conditioned by one’s mental state, as in the case of the following passage:

There is no subject nor object, nor is there bondage or that which is bound; [all
things] are like an illusion, a mirage, a dream, a blind eye. If one who understands
reality (tattvarthi)'™ sees non-discursively (nirvikalpa), free of taint (niraija), then
perfected in yoga he sees me without a doubt. Here is nothing to cognize, like a
mirage in the sky; one who cognizes things acknowledges nothing. In the relativity
of being and non-being things do not arise; it is from the wandering of mind
through the triple world that variety is known. The world has the same nature as a
dream, and so too the various forms within it.... This mind is the source of the triple
world, and wandering the mind appears hither and thither."®
The crucial mode of cognition that seems to play the central role in the construction of a
delusory view of the world is that which is called “discursive thought” (vikalpa). The term
in Sanskrit implies both a process of construction or elaboration, derived as it is in the
verbal root klp, which has meanings ranging from *to produce” to “to imagine” (Apte
1965:373.2), while the vi- affix implies separation or division (Goldman et al. 1987:139).
The term could be very loosely translated as “that which is productive of division,

dichotomy, etc.”, but in this context it refers to a type of cognition, hence the translation

“discursive thought”.'® Vikalpa is productive of a certain sense of reality which tends

" For a justification of this translation of tattvarthi see Willis 1979, pp. 37-39.

' LS sagathaka vv. 31-36: (31) na grihako na ca grahyam na bandhyo na ca bandhanam /
miyamaricisadrsam svapnikhyam timiram yatha // (32) yada pasyati tattvarthi nirvikalpo nirafijanah / tada
yogam samdipanno draksyate mam na samsayah // (33) / na hy atra kacid vijfiaptir nabhe yadvan maricayah
/ evam dharman vijananto na kimcit pratijanati // (34) sadasatah pratyayesu dharminam nasti sambhavah /
bhrantam traidhatuke cittam vicitram khyayate yatah // (35) svapnam ca lokam ca samasvabhavam ripani
citrani hi tatra capi /....(36) cittam hi traidhitukayonir etad bhrintam hi cittam ihamamutra dr$yate /
(Vaidya 1963 p.109; cf. Suzuki 1932 pp. 228-29.)

' Ruegg criticizes the translation of vikalpa as *discrimination” and suggests instead “dichotomic
conceptual construction” (1995:148 n. 4) While I concur with his critique of the former translation, his
suggestion, while apt seems too unwieldy. [ have thus chosen, following Willis (1979:35) the translation
“discursive thought” for vikalpa. I generally use the translation “non-discursiveness” for nirvikalpa, and
“non-discursive intuition” for nirvikalpajiiana, dropping the word “thought” in these latter cases since it is
not at all clear that nirvikalpa is a type of “thought”, in the sense of a narrative or discursive stream of
cognitions. While these translations do not capture the sense of a falsely constructed sense of reality

implied by the root klp, it does at least capture the sense of an ongoing stream of thought patterns which
may be productive of a sense of reality that is superficially reasonable and convincing but which collapse
under intense analysis. Here R. A. Stein’s comments are relevant: “If Buddhists want to liberate
themselves from ‘discursive thought,’ it is because the latter proceeds, like ‘discourse’ (whence the French
~and English - term), in sequential steps. On the other hand, the supreme meaning appears to them to be
connected to simultaneity in space (omnipresence) or in time (synchrony) or in thought (cognitio intuitiva,
direct and immediate comprehension of unity in multiplicity, of the dharma in the dharmas).” (1987:55).
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toward the dichotomous, and which is thoroughly condemned as false and conducive to
bondage in Buddhist literature. Opposed to it is ‘non-discursiveness’ (nirvikalpa) or ‘non-
discursive intuition’ (nirvikalpajiiana) which refrains from drawing such distinctions, and
which is conducive of liberation. This distinction is neatly made by Aryadeva as follows:
“Discursive thought is the great seizer who casts one into the ocean of samsira. Non-
discursiveness is the great spirit which liberates from the bonds of the world.”"’ Using a
cosmological metaphor, Aryadeva links samsara and nirvana to two oppositional states of
mind; the ontological distinction between the former pair which was denied so thoroughly
by Négarjuna is thus transformed by his successors into an epistemological distinction.

The idea that there is a mode or manner of cognition that is productive of liberation
is not, as we have seen, an innovative idea in Mahayana Buddhism. Defining or describing
this non-discursive intuition (nirvikalpa-jfiana) is not necessarily an easy task, however, as
it supposedly transcends the dichotomies which apparently underlie language and ordinary
thought. It seems reasonable to say, however, that it is a way of knowing which abandons
the dualistic conceptions and the more elaborate web of conceptions which are constructed
therefrom, which in the ultimate analysis have no basis in reality, and are only the
projections of another mode of cognition, the imaginatively constructive yet deceptive
worldly cognition laukika-jiiana.’®

Underlying this idea is the notion that there is some sort of pristine mode of
cognition or gnosis (jiana) which is free of all defilements and negative propensities, and
which is the foundation, so to speak, from which realization is possible. As opposed to

ordinary knowledge, (laukikajfiana), there is another mode, lokottarajiiana, which is

'7CV v. 25: vikalpo hi mahagrihah samsarodadhipatakah // avikalpa mahitmano mucyante bhavabandhanit
// (Patel 1949:2) / mam par rtog pa gdon chen po // ‘khor ba'i rgya mtshor ltung byed yin // mam par mi
rtog bdag nyid ches // srid pa'i ‘ching las grol bar ‘gyur / (Patel 1949:21)

'* In the context of commenting upon ch. 8 of Asanga’s Mahayana-samgraha-sastra, Nagao explains that
“It is not an easy task to define the term, because, in spite of the fact that it refers, without doubt, to
knowledge that lacks discrimination, the term ‘discrimination’ (vikalpa: to construct or to divide) is
understood in various ways. If one should say something about nirvikalpa-jfidana, it may be said that it is
characterized as knowledge lacking the subject/object dichotomy” (Kawamura 1991:42).
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perhaps best translated as “intuition,” which stresses its non-discursive immediacy.'® This
mode of cognition is sometimes described with metaphors of luminosity or clarity.

The best known of such descriptions occurs in the Astasahasrikaprajiiaparamita
as follows: “Thus mind is not mind, and the nature of mind is luminous.”*® The concept of
luminosity, in the sense used here, often appears to be synonymous with purity.?" This
interpretation is commonly found in Mahayina exegesis. Dharmakirti, in the second
chapter of his Pramanavarttikakarika, states that “the nature of the mind is luminous,
which means that the defilements are adventitious.”** This idea appears a few centuries
earlier, in a supplement to Asanga’s Yogacarabhimi attributed to Samgharaksa translated
into Chinese during the late third or fourth centuries.” Samgharaksa invokes the concept

of the undefiled, luminous mind in explaining the “practice of leaping” (vyutkrantacarya),

¥ I use “intuition” here in a Bergsonian sense. Bergson distinguished between a Kantian “sensous” or
sensible intuition, and what he terms an “ultra-intellectual” intuition (1911:359-63). I use “intuition” here
in his later sense. An Yanming noted that “Bergson defines intuition as ‘the kind of intellectual sympathy
by which one places oneself within an object in order to coincide with what is unique in it and
consequently inexpressible.” Due to the identity of intuition with reality, intuition as a method is
quantitatively superior to the intellect. In intuition ‘what I experience will depend neither on the point of
view..., since I am inside the object itself, nor on the symbols..., since I have rejected all translations in
order to possess the original.” And I am ‘capable of following reality in all its sinuosities and of adopting
the very movement of the inward life of things.” (An 1997 p. 340, quoting from Bergson 1955, pp. 7, 2-3,
69) His formulation corresponds quite closely to the two types of jidna recognized by Buddhists, the
laukika and the lokottara, the “worldly” and the “super-worldly”. Rather than follow the standard
Indological translation of jiiana as “knowledge”, or the Buddhist translation as “wisdom” (or even worse,
“pristine cognition”; for a critique of these trans. see Ruegg 1995, p. 148); [ have chosen to translate the
term as “knowledge” when used in a laukika context, and “intuition” when used in a lokottara context.
Here I follow the Tibetans, who distinguished between these two senses of jiiana by translating them by
two different terms, shes pa and ye shes. The former, corresponding to ‘knowledge’, is simply a nominal
form of the verb to know. The latter is a translation term, for which, however, the English translation
“pristine cognition” is not even accurate despite its appearance of being literal, for ‘cognition’ is better used
as a translation of its cognate samjiia. Obviously, it is not always clear which sense of the term is
intended; the translator needs some discretion here, but as translation is fundamentally interpretive this is
simply an requisite of the art. Generally, when the context is unclear I would choose the term
“knowledge”; in a Tantric context, however, it might be wiser to err on the side of “intuition.”

* tatha hi tac cittam acittam prakrtis cittasya prabhasvara / (AP, Vaidya 1960 p. 3).

! For example, while the Tibetans chose to translate prabhasvara more or less literally, if somewhat
substantively as “clear light” (‘od gsal, see AP DK fol. 3a). The Song dynastic translator Danapila,
however, chose to translate it metaphorically as 2, “pure, clean” (T 228, p. 587.2).

2 / sems kyi rang bzhin ‘od gsal te // dri ma mams ni glo bur ba / (PV, DT fol. 115b)

® This work, the 51T (T 606), was studied by Demiéville (1954), who dates its translation between
284 and 384 CE. See also Ruegg 1989b, p. 150-51.



75

by which the bodhisattva speeds up his evolution by leaping over an incalculable eon of
gradualistic progression through the stages of the path. He wrote that
Regarding the practice of leaping, beings originally gave rise to [the idea of] self by
means of misunderstanding. But by the application of liberative art, one attains
liberation from bondage by means of bondage. But if there is no application [of
liberative art] and no bondage, who could attain liberation? For example, the five
elements, which exist in a void manner, cannot be sullied by clouds, fog, dust,
smoke or ash. The mind is originally void, and the poison of the five aggregates is
like the five elements. The unobscured mind, originally luminous, is completely
formiess, and when wisdom is unobstructed [mind] enters into the tolerance of the
profundity of things.**
The concept that all beings possess at the very least the potential for developing an
awareness of this sort of “luminous mind” free of all taints is extremely important in the
development of Buddhist theory and practice. It underlies the development of influential
ideas such as the “buddha-nature” (tathagatagarbha),?® and constituted a central role in the
theory underlying Tantric practice. Ruegg (1989b) has argued that ideas such as the
tathagatagarbha do not represent occult Vedantic influence, but rather represent a
cataphatic approach to ultimate reality, which differs more in rhetoric than in import from
the apophatic approach found in the Prajiidparamita literature.?® This is born out in the
Buddhist Tantras and $astras, wherein the positivistic descriptions are themselves

deconstructed,’” and wherein the cataphatic tathagatagarba theory is reconciled with the

apophatic doctrine of sunyata.?®

HPEHET c AKX —HETRZEESR - BEEGLUMARE
° TEEMFARE - BOABTEEE - EFRAIK - THEABBEFEE -
LARME - ARZBMWNAE - FROEKRTEE - BEBRAZEEREZ (T 606, p. 229.1)

 Ruegg explains that “the term tathdgatagarbha is used to denote the ‘buddhomorphic’ Base or Support
for the practice of (p. 19) the Path, and hence the motivating ‘cause’ (hetu: dhatu) for the attainment of the
Fruit (phala) of buddhahood. Even when the texts do not use the term tathagatagarbha to designate this
factor making it possible for all living beings ultimately to attain liberation and buddhahood, the
importance of the theme of the tathagatagarbha is therefore basic to the soteriology and gnoseology of the
Mahayana.” (1989b:18-19)

* See Ruegg 1989b, pp. 35-50 and 1967, pp. 37-38.

# A well known example concerning the idea of “mind”, often described cataphatically, occurs in the
second chapter of the Guhyasamaja Tantra, as follows: “Devoid of all existents, free of the aggregates, the
sense objects and media, and subject and object, one’s mind, being identical to the selflessness of dharmas,
is originally unarisen and void in its nature.” Ch. 2 v. 4: sarvabhavavigatam
skandhadhatvayatanagrahyagrahakavarjitam / dharmanairatmyasamataya svacittam adyanupannam
$unyatasvabhavam //; dngos po thams cad dang bral ba / phung po khams dang skye mched dang / gzung
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A common metaphor for the uncovering or revealing of this underlying potential for
awakening is the refinement of gold, since gold, being chemically inert, may get mixed up
with or obscured by defilements without losing its intrinsic luster.”* Commenting on the
refinement of gold metaphor in the Mahayanasamgraha (11.29), Nagao wrote that so long
as ordinary modes of cognition persist, “the whole world remains as the imagined world of
ordinary beings. But when burned away by the fire of non-discriminative wisdom, the one
world is transformed into the consummated world of the enlightened ones™ (Nagao
1991:68).

The cleansing of the mind then is compared to a chemical process of refinement.
This process is described with alchemical and naturalistic imagery by Aryadeva as follows:

If the mind itself is causally cleansed by the learned, it is non-discursive,
unobjectified, of a nature stainless, and luminous. And if a fire, even when waning,
is provided with oil, a wick, etc., its stainless, unwavering luminosity completely
dispels the darkness. And just as a tree adorned with leaves, roots and fruits
develops from a minute fig seed, and can change color through the application of
turmeric and quicklime, likewise a wise person who understands reality can,
through the application of art and wisdom, neutralize poison with butter and honey.
Using this sort of procedure is the supreme alchemy; just as copper, rubbed by
mercury, becomes faultlessly golden, likewise the addictions are made truly
beneficial through purification by knowledge. The adherents to the lower vehicle,
however, are fettered by it in just an instant.*

dang ‘dzin pa mam spangs pa // chos bdag med pa mnyam nyid pas / rang sems gdod nas ma skyes pa/
stong pa nyid kyi rang bzhin no / (Fremantle 1971: 192-93; Matsunaga 1978:10). This verse quite
strongly argues that mind itself is void as are all other existents in reality. Concerning the importance of
this verse in Tantric exegetical literature see Namai 1997.

* The Tibetan master sGampopa (1079-1153 CE), in his Stages of the Mahayana Path called the Precious
Garland of Liberation which is the Wish-fulfilling Jewel of the True Teaching (dam chos yid bzhin nor bu
thar pa rin po che’i rgyan ces bya ba theg pa chen po’i lam rim), gives three reasons why all beings possess
the rathagatagarbha. The first reason is that “The Reality Body (dharmakaya) is voidness, and since all
beings are pervaded by that voidness, beings thus possess the Buddha essence.” / chos sku ni stong nyid
yin te / stong nyid des sems can thams cad la khyab pa’i phyir na / sems can sangs rgyas kyi snying po
can yin pa’o / (ch. 2 fol. 3b).

* For a discussion of this metaphor and its use in the debates concerning subitism and gradualism in Tibet
and China see Gémez 1987.

% CV vv. 46-52: (46) idam eva hi yac cittam $odhitam hetubhih subhaih / nirvikalpam niralambam bhati
prakrtinirmalam // (47) yathé vahnih krso ‘py esa tailavartyadisamskrtah / dipo nirmalaniskampah sthiras
timiranasanah // (48) vatabijam yatha siksmam sahakirasamanvitam / $akhamalaphalopetam
mahdvrksavidhayakam // (49) haridracarnasamyogid varnantaram iti smytam / prajfiopayasamiyogad
dharmadhatum tatha viduh // (50) ghrtam madhusamyuktam samamsam visatim vrajet / tad eva vidhivad
utkrstam tu rasiyanam // (51) rasaghrstam yatha timram nirdoam kaficanam bhavet / jianasuddhya tatha
klesah samyakkalyanakarakah // (52) hinayanabhiridanam mrtyusanka pade pade / (Patel 1949:4) /de ltar
sems ni ‘di nyid kyang // gtan tshigs bzang pos sbyangs byas na // rnam par mi rtog dmigs med pa // rang
bzhin dri med rab tu snang // ji Itar me ni chung du yang // mar dang snying sogs ‘dus byas bas // snang
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For the Buddhists, then, purification is effected by means of a certain sort of knowledge or
intuition (jiana) which is characterized as being free of the dichotomous, discursive
thought patterns (nirvikalpa) which typify ordinary modes of cognition. It should not be
surprising that ordinary means of purification relying on mere physical or outer ritual
actions are criticized as foolish and ineffective. Aryadeva, for example, continues with his
discussing by criticizing the idea that riwal bathing in sacred waters (rirtha) can effect any
sort of purification of mental defilements or sins:

Here asceticism should not be performed, nor fasting, bathing or purity. Abandon
the customs of the village. Bone, marrow, teeth and nails derive from the father’s
semen, and flesh, blood, hair and so forth arise from the mother’s blood. How can
the body, a heap of impurity arising thus from impurity be purified by bathing in the
Ganga? A heap of impurity is not cleansable like dirty vessel, even when washed
with water again and again. Dogs swimming in the Ganga are not thereby cleansed.
Therefore, for those persons who desire the dharma bathing at fords (tirtha) is
fruitless. For if bathing purifies, then fish have achieved that goal; what need is
there to speak of the fish, etc. which live in the water day and night? There is no
certainty that bathing removes sin, as lust and so forth have been seen to increase in
those who honor zirtha. Lust, hatred, delusion, envy, thirst and doubtful views are
known to be the root of sin, and they are not cleansed by bathing. They arise from
grasping at the ‘me’ the ‘mine’, and from life; and they are caused by
misknowledge, which is said to be delusion.?!

ba dri med mi g.yo ba // bstan pa’i mun pa mam ‘jig ‘gyur Il ji Itar phra ba’i sdong po las // ji ltar lo ma
‘bras bu yis // brgyan pa’i shing chen ‘byung bar ‘gyur // yung dang rdo thal sbyar ba las // kha dog gzhan
zhig ‘byung bar *gyur // shes rab thabs kyi cho ga yis // chos dbyings mkhas pa de Itar shes // mar dang
sbrang rtsi mnyam Idan pas // dug nyid du mi ‘gyur ba yin // de nyid cho ga bzhin spyad na // beud kyi
len gyi mchog tu ‘gyur // dngul chus reg pa'i zangs ma ni // i ltar skyon med gser du ‘gyur // de bzhin
yang dag ye shes ni / sbyangs pas nyon mongs bzang por byed // theg pa dman la zhon pa mams // skad
cig skad cig ‘ching bar byed / (QT p. 1.5; cf. Patel 1949, pp.26-27).

*' CV vv. 58-66: (58) na kastakalpanam kuryan nopavasena ca kriyim / snanam $aucam na caivitra
grimadharmam vivarjayet // (59) nakhadantasthimajjanah pituh Sukravikirajih / mamsasonitakesadi
matrSonitasambhavam // (60) ittham asucisambhitah pindo yo ‘Sucipuritah / katham samstadrsah kayo
gangdsnanena Sudhyati // (61) na hy asucir ghatas toyaih ksalito *pi punah punah / tadvad asucisampurnah
pindo ‘pi na visudhyati // (62) prataran api gangayam naiva $va §uddhim arhati / tadvad dharmadhiyam
pumsim tirthasnanam tu nisphalam // (63) dharmo yadi bhavet sninat kai (?) vartanam krtarthatd / naktam
divam jalasthanam matsyadinam tu ki katha // (64) papaksayo *pi sninena naiva syaditi niScayah / yato
ragadivrddhis tu dréyate tirthsevinam // (65) rigo dvesas ca mohas ca irsya trsna ca sarvada / pipanam
mulam akhyatam naisdm snanena §odhanam // (66) atmatmiyagrahad ete sambhavantiha janminah /
avidyahetukah so ‘pi savidya bhrantir isyate // (Patel 1949:6); / dka’ thub brtag pa mi bya zhing //
bsnyung ba yang ni bya ba med // ‘dir ni khrus dang gtsang sbra med // grong ba'i chos ni sbang bar bya //
sen mo rkang dang rus pa so // pha yi khu ba rgyu las skyes // sha dang khrag dang skra la sogs // ma yi
khrag las yang dag byung // *di ltar mi gtsang las byung zhing // mi gtsang bas gang ril po gang // de Ita
bu yi lus ‘di nyid // gang gar bkrus kyang ji ltar ‘dag // mi gtsang phur ma chu dag gis // yang yang bkrus
kyang dag mi ‘gyur // de bzhin mi gtsang bas gang ba’i // phur ma ‘di yang ‘dag mi ‘gyur // gangi’i glung
la khyi dag gis // rkyal zhing ‘phyo yang dag mi ‘gyur // de phyir chos ‘dod skye bu dag / ‘bab stegs
khrus byed ‘bras bu med // khrus kyi gal te dag ‘gyur na // nya mams kyang don byas ‘gyur // nyin dang
mtshan du gnas pa yi // nya la sogs pa smos ci dgos // khrus kyis sdig pa zad pa yang // nges par yod pa
ma yin te // ji ltar ‘bab stegs bsten pa la // ‘dod chags la sogs ‘phel bar mthong /" ‘dod chags zhe sdang gti
mug dang // nga rgyal Ita ba the tshom mams // sdig pa’i rtsa bar rab tu grags // ‘di dag sbyang bya khrus
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This sort of criticism is not uncommon in both early Buddhist literature*> and Buddhist
Tantric literature,*® and is found in Hindu Tantric literature as well.*™* and similar ridicule is
also found in the songs of the bhakti saints who lived centuries later.’

Tantric Buddhism, like the related tendency toward subitism in Chinese Buddhism,
“implies a criticism of the naive perception of the world, of the kind of ‘juvenile ontology’
that advocates striving for a remote pertection because it fails to see or believe that
everything is already perfect(ed).” (Faure 1991:46) This rhetoric, however, was at times
however applied toward Tantric practice itself. For as Tantric traditions advocate a great

deal of ritual activity, there always lurked the danger that certain practitioners might develop

kyis min // bdag dang bdag gir ‘dzin pa las // srog chags mams las byung ba yin // de yang ma rig rtsa ba
las // ma rig de yang ‘khrul bar ‘dod / (QT p. 2.1; cf. Patel 1949, pp. 29-31).

% For example, in the Vatthipama Susta the Buddha was questioned by the brahmin Sundarika Bhiradvaja
concerning the efficacy of bathing in the rirthas. He responded as follows: “Bihuka and Adhikakka, Gaya
and Sundarika too, Payaga and Sarassati, and the stream Bahumati — a fool may there forever bathe yet will
not purify his dark deeds. What can the Sundarika bring to pass? What the Payaga? What the Bihuka?
They cannot purify an evil-doer, a man who has done cruel and brutal deeds. One pure in heart has
evermore the Feast of Spring, the Holy Day; one fair in act, one pure in heart, brings his virtue to
perfection. It is here, brahmin, that you should bathe, to make yourself a refuge for all beings. And if you
speak no falsehood nor work harm for living beings, nor take what is offered not, with faith and free from
avarice, what need for you to go to Gaya? Any well will be your Gaya.” (Majjhima Nikaya 7.20; trans. in
Nanamoli and Bodhi 1995, p. 121.)

%} For example, we find the following verse in Laksmimkara's Advayasiddhi : “If unequipped with reality,
one will not succeed in oath making, asceticism, fasting or the recitation of seed syllables even in a billion
eons.” v.7: niyamavratopavasair aksaroccaranabhavanaih // atattvayogi na siddhyet kalpakotisatair api //
(Samdhong et al. 1987:161). / dam bca’ dka’ thub smyung ba dang // snying po sgom pa smra ba la // ‘di
nyid med par gyur na ni // bskal pa ‘bum phrag brgyar mi ‘gyur / (Samdhong et al. 1987:147)

* For example, the 23rd chapter of the Kubjikamatatantra contains the following passage: “The person
who realizes the fivefold self (azman) in his own body is identical with all sacred fords (rirtha); the tirthas
themselves are only artificial. He is a siddha among all people, no matter where his abode may be. By
his power a tirtha comes into existence; a tirtha is not [merely] a place filled with water. Those who are
made perfect by the realization of wisdom, who are able to procreate wisdom — the place on which they
take their stand, that is a tirtha in the supreme sense of the word. Varanasi, Kuruksetra, Naimisa,
Bhairava, {in short], all tirthas are there where a guru is present. Tirthas are merely filled with water,
[idols] of gods consist only of stone or clay; those who know the arman do not respect them as tirthas,
only other people do” (vv. 105-9; trans. in Goudriaan 1983, p. 98; Sanskrit edited in Goudriaan and
Schoterman 1988, p. 431.); This text takes an ambiguous position; it claims that proper knowledge of the
self is the true method of purification and seems to criticize the naive belief in the efficacy of the tirtha,
but much more lightly than the Buddhist texts, which are typically unrelenting in their criticism of such
practices. It appears to want to preserve the practice by assimilating to the cult of the guru propagated by
such traditions. Some other texts clearly place the inner methods of yoga above outer activities such as
pilgrimage. Chapter 15 of the Kularnava Tantra contains the following verse: *Asceticism, pilgrimage to
tirthas, sacrifices, charity, observances, etc. do not equal even one sixteenth of this {method of]
prandydma.” tapdmsi tirthayatridhya makhadanavrathadayah / praniyamasya tasyaite kalim narhanti
sodasim // (v. 41, edited in Bithnemann 1992, p. 67).

% See for example the songs of Kabir, translated in Hawley et al. 1987, pp. 50-57.
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attachment to the ritual forms themselves and lose sight of the process of mental and
physical transformations which they can supposedly effect. In the Carydpada Dirika asks:
“Of what use to you are mantras, of what use tantras, oh! of what use explanations of
meditation (when you are) immersed in spontaneous Great Bliss in the ultimate Nirvana,
difficult to characterize?™® Such a statement, however, is made from the Awakened
perspective wherein liberation has already been attained, and should not be taken as a
wholesale rejection of praxis. These statements, as Stone has argued, are “articulated from
the perspective of someone who has realized nondual original enlightenment and are not
intended as a denial of the need for Buddhist practice.” (1999:221)

Aryadeva critiques the naive conception of purity with reference to the fact that the
body is a conditioned entity composed of elements such as blood, etc. which are strongly
considered impure in India. This deconstruction of the notion of purity is by no means
devoid of social consequences, for it constitutes a rather explicit critique of the social
structure which is based on precisely this sort of distinction, as will be argued in chapter
four. But while this discourse can and should be viewed as a social critique, it can also be
seen as the consequence of a certain sort of meditative or philosophical deconstruction, that
which can perhaps be characterized as nirvikalpa.

It is perhaps arguable that equanimity is a primary goal of Buddhist practice, as it
forms the mean between the extremes of attachment and aversion; one way to achieve
equanimity is though the reversal of the ordinary responses of attraction and repulsion to
desired and undesired objects. Hence we see in Buddhist literature a great fascination with
the impure and the disgusting, either as an object of meditation in and of itself, or, more
commonly, as a deconstruction of the desired object, a demystification process which

“reveals” its impure or undesirable nature, as in the meditation on corpses, or the imaginary

* carya 34 v. 3, trans. in Kvaerne 1977, p. 207. kinto mante kinto tante kinto re jhanabakhane / apaithina
mahasuhalile dulakha parama nibane //; / khyod kyi sngags gang khyod rgyud dang // khyod kyi bsam
gtan ci zhig bshad // rang gnas bde ba chen por thim // mchon dka’ don dam mya ngan ‘das / (1977:208).
Similar passages are also found in the dohdkosa; see Guenther 1973 and 1993, and also Jackson 1994b.
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dissolution of the desired body into its impure components such as viscera, body fluids,
feces and so forth. The discourse on purity then can be seen as a consequence of the
discourse on selflessness. In the Paficavinsatisahasrika Prajfiaparamita the claim is
made that the self and all dharmas are pure precisely because they are unreal.””

Purity then can be understood as a description of things as they actually are in
reality, which is intrinsically pure, free of the taint of discursive thought which
distinguishes between things such as purity and impurity. In Tantric Buddhist discourse,
the purity/impurity dichotomy is negated as an ultimately valid distinction, with the
implication that social distinctions based upon such are also ultimately invalid. This notion
was not without social consequences, as will be argued in the next chapter.

Snellgrove has suggested that this idea is the philosophical (and we might add,
ideological) basis of the Tantras. It permits the argument that “defiled mind be recognized
for what it essentially is, namely mind in its pure state....a necessary corollary of this is the
assertion that all living beings are essentially of Buddha-nature, if only they knew it. These
perfectly orthodox Buddhist teachings provide the philosophical basis for all tantric theory
and practice”. (1987:125). This realization is not automatic; one has to awaken to it. But
since all living beings are already awakened, and the vessel worlds in which they dwell are
already completely pure, all that is necessary is that one effects the transformation in one's
vision required to see things as they actually are.

Tantra practice claims to effect this sort of transformation, the premier locus for
which is the mandala, a representation of the transformed and pure visionary world of
awakening. This is in effect what was argued by Rong-zom Chos-kyi bZang-po in his
work The Attainment of Divine Vision in the Mantra-Vajrayana. Rong-zom was an
important rNying-ma scholar who lived in Tibet during the eleventh century, the period
when traditions such as those of the Cakrasamvara were being transmitted into Tibet. He

explains that:

37 Ch. 36, see Conze 1975 p. 297.



81

In the mantric method, the two truths are inseparable....Furthermore, there is no
production of non-delusion by means of removing delusion, and awakening occurs
through purification by means of the very actuality of delusion. Therefore, all
things are completely awakened from the beginning, and things which appear in
diverse states are the mandala of the adamantine body, speech and mind itself; they
are similar to the Buddhas of the three times who have not passed beyond the
actuality of purity. The characteristics of sentient beings and Buddhas are not
different from the very actuality of things. The mind attributes to them distinct
appearances through the power of imagination (parikalpita), in the same way that
things appear distinct and caused in a dream.*®

Accordingly, purity, understood as a positive description of the way things exist on the
basis of their ultimate lack of intrinsic reality, permits the equation of the path with the goal.
The means of achieving awakening thus ultimately consists of nothing but identifying one’s
“body, speech and mind,” with awakened state itself, here represented by the mandala. The
appearance of self and environment as impure and bewilderingly diverse is a product of
misknowledge manifesting as discursive thought. The cure for this is precisely the
knowledge that things are otherwise, understood not discursively and intellectually but
realized through a transcendent intuition of (lokottarajiiana) or instantaneous awakening
(ekaksanabhisambodha)’® to reality. According to Sferra,

This knowledge constitutes the purifying element par excellence and represents, in

the final analysis, the very nature of reality, transfigured and shining. It is not by

chance that, according to some texts, the last phase of yoga, in which transformation

of the physical and psychical elements of the yogin into pure elements actually

occurs is, indeed, nothing but the attainment of a body of gnosis (jianadeha).

(1999:84)

Rong-zom, following the classical Vajrayana formulation, understands this transformation

as occurring through the medium of the mandala:

% / gsang sngags kyi tshul las bden pa mam pa gnyis dbyer med pa dang /..../ de bas na snang ba'i chos
‘di dag thams cad ‘khrul pa yin de zad de / de yang ‘khrul ba bsal nas ma ‘khrul ba zhig bsgrub tu med de
/ *khrul pa ngo bo nyid kyis mam par dag pas sangs rgyas pa yin te / de bas na chos thams cad ye nas
mngon par sang rgyas pa’o / de bas na mtshan ma sna tshogs su snang ba’i chos rnams sku gsung thugs
rdo rje’i dkyil *khor nyid yin te / rnam par dag pa’i ngo bo nyid las ma ‘das pa dus gsum gyi sangs rgyas
nyid dang ‘dra ba’o / sems can dang sangs rgyas kyi khyad par ni chos kyi ngo bo nyid kyis phye ba ma
yin te / rmi lam gyi rgyu ‘bras bu so sor snang ba bzhin du / kun tu btags pa'i dbang gis blo so sor snang
ba tsam la bzhag par zad do / (NL pp. 127-128)

* Ruegg explains that ekaksandbhisambodha is “defined as being characterized by the single-moment
comprehension of all dharmas as marked by non-duality (advayalaksanasarvadharmaikaksanalaksana).
With regard to this the Abhisamayalamkara compares the non-duality of what is dreamt (svapna) and its
cognition in dream”. (1989b:158) Ruegg also comments that according to Haribhadra this synchronic
awakening is dependent upon the realization of voidness. (1989b:155).



Since all things are pure through their reality (dharmata), their reality is not even

slightly impure. Body speech and mind also have purity as their reality. Purity is

awakening, and through purity body, speech and mind which are differentiated

become inseparable and unelaborated (nispraparica), and thus should be

understood to be the mandala of the adamantine body, speech and mind, since it is

completely pervasive.*’
Purity is redefined as awakening, making “actual” physical purity or impurity irrelevart.
This points toward the Tantric sadhana, which in its early form is portrayed in the accounts
of the lives of the mahasiddhas as the product of the guru-disciple relationship, a specific
antidote to the specific problem of the student as understood by his or her spiritual guide.
Interestingly, several of these encounters involved “hang-ups” concerning purity. The
typical scenario involves a relatively advanced, but as yet unrealized monk. typically
identified as of brahmin origin, who is identified as being overly attached to a notion of
personal purity. The “cure” for this problem is intense experiential engagement with
impurity so as to alleviate attachment to purity and aversion to pollution, and, ultimately, to
the underlying misconception of self. In the case of Luipa this involved living on a diet of
fish guts, a diet inspired by a dakini who chided him for his attachment to personal purity
deriving from his upbringing as a brahmin.*!

The Tantric fascination with the impure seems to be understandable in this light; it is
an attempt at offering an antidote to a pathological attachment to purity in Indian culture.
The justification for this is that all things are empty, devoid of any sort of intrinsic identity;
all things are thus experientially of “one taste”; and distinctions such as pure and impure are

thus more indicative of one’s mental state than anything else. To achieve this state of

equanimity was long recognized in India as a sign of spiritual realization.*? Of course,

*0/ chos thams cad chos nyid kyis dag pas / ma dag pa’i chos cung zad kyang med pa chos mams kyi chos
nyid yin pas / lus ngag yid gsum yang mam par dag pa rang gi chos nyid yin te / mam par dag pa ni sangs
rgyas pa’o/ des na mam par dag pas phye ba’i lus ngag yid ni dbyer med cing sprod pa med pa dang /

rdzogs par khyab pa’i phyir sku gsung thugs rdo rje’i dkyil ‘khor nyid yin par rigs par bya’o / (NL p. 130).

*! For the legend of Laipa see Dowman 1985 pp. 33-38.
“2 For example, the Milasarvastivadin vinaya contains an a story in which the great disciple-saint

Mahakasyapa, excluded from a feast given by a wealthy lay donor due to his ragged appearance, accepts an
offering of rice water from a leprous woman containing one of her rotted fingers. That he would accept
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there is nothing intrinsic to the impure that would make it any more conducive to liberation
that the pure. Were someone to become addicted to fish guts, convinced somehow that they
were essential to one’s happiness and well-being, then one could imagine a satirist such as
Aryadeva or Kabir composing verses ridiculing him. The focus on impurity, then, is a
specific skillful means to deal with a specific problem, that of attachment to purity, and,
perhaps, the social inequality which is justified by that ideology.

The Tantras teach a purity by association, or, perhaps more appropriately, by
identification, of the mundane with the divine. [t is effected through union with the deity;
this union is justified by the idea that there is no intrinsic difference between the adept and
the awakened Buddha, and the appearance of difference is due to delusive, dichotomous,
discursive thought patterns (vikalpa).

In the Unexcelled Yogatantras, “purification” of the psycho-physical complex is
effected through the systematic identification of aspects of this complex with deities who
represent awakened qualities. The five components of the “self”, the “filthy heaps™ or
aggregates, are identified with the five Buddhas, and the five emotional poisons with the
Buddhas’ five wisdoms. At first glance this process may appear antithetical to the spirit of
early Buddhism, which went to great lengths to deconstruct the notion of an enduring self,
and which often portrayed the constituent components of the psycho-physical complex in
less than glowing terms. It is important, however, that we keep in mind the context of these
arguments. The negative portrayal of the aggregates usually occurs in the context of the
deconstruction of the self, and attempts to alleviate one’s attachment to it. The Buddhist
Tantras, however, presume that one has already undergone such a deconstruction process,
and the meditation texts typically begin with a meditation on voidness to reaffirm this

understanding.

such an offering indicates his high degree of meditative realization, for which he was traditionally famed.
See Ray 1994 pp. 109-10; text contained in N. Dutt's Gilgit Manuscripts,3.1, 81-84.
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A systematic process of “purification” by means of identification of components of
one’s self and environment with the deities of the mandala is the typical means taught in the
Tantras. The Hevajra Tantra thus begins its chapter on purity with the following:

All things are regarded as intrinsically pure. As a result one can speak of their

individual differentiation in terms of the deities. The six sense powers, the six

sense media, the five heaps (skandha) and the five elements are naturally pure, but

they are obscured by the addiction of misknowledge (ajiianaklesa). Their

purification consists in self-experience, and by no other means of purification may

one be released. This seif-experiencing, this bliss supreme, arises from the pure

condition of the spheres of sense. Form and so on and whatever other spheres of

sense there are, for the yogin all these appear in their purified condition, for of

Buddha nature is this world.**
This process is worked out in sadhanas, which are meditation guides meant to be recited
while meditating, a sort of personal liturgy. A sadhana of central importance in the
Cakrasamvara tradition is Laipa’s Sﬁbhagavad-abhisamaya. It equates the five sense
powers with five male deities, and the five sense objects it equates with the five goddesses
who also represent the five elements. All sensation, symbolized as a sexual union between
the respective deities, is understood as being potentially productive of great bliss.** This
implies that all experience, no matter how attractive or repulsive, pure or impure, in the

conventional sense, should ideally be experienced as an experiential uniformity (ekarasa)

of great bliss.

“HV 1.9 vv. 1-4: sarvesam khalu vastinam visuddhis tathata smrta / pascad ekaikabhedena devatanin tu
kathyate // sadindriyam paiicaskandham sadayatanam pasicabhiitam / svabhavena viuddham apy
ajnanaklesair avrtam // svasamvedyitmika suddhir nanasuddhyi vimucyate / visayasuddhabhavatvat
svasamvedyam param sukham // ripavisayidi ye ‘py anye pratibhasante ni yoginah / sarve te Suddhabhiva
hi yasmad buddhamayam jagat //; / nges par dngos po thams cad kyi // dag pa de bzhin nyid du brjod #/
phyi nas re re’i dbye ba yis // lha mams kyi ni brjod par bya // phung po Inga dang dbang po drug // skye
mched drug dang ‘byung chen Inga // rang bzhin gyis ni mam par dag // nyon mongs shes bya'i sgrib
byang bya // rang rig bdag nyid dag pa nyid // dag pa gzhan gyis mam *grol min // yul gyi dngos po dag
pa’i phyir // rang gi rig pa’i bde chen mchog // gzugs la sogs pa’i yul rnams dang // gzhan yang mal ‘byor
pas mthong ba // dngos po de kun dag pa ste // *di Itar ‘gro ba sangs rgyas ‘gyur / (Snellgrove 1959 vol. 2
p-32-33). Snellgrove’s translation (1959: vol.1 pp. 78-79) emended by me.

“ The symbolization of the contact between the sense power and sense object in terms of sexual intercourse
is not in itself a revolutionary idea peculiar to the Tantras; the sixth link in the chain of relativity
(pratityasamutpadal) is sparsa or “contact”, referring to the contact between sense organ and object. It was
typically symbolized by a couple engaged in intercourse, and is depicted thus in the Ajanta cave paintings,
and also in written sources such as the Milasarvastivadan vinaya. See Schlingloff 1988, pp- 167-180, and
also Nihom 1994, pp. 185-86.
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This re-imagination of one’s self and environment is understood to effect
purification through the elimination of the underlying cause of all problems, the
misknowledge which manifests as attachment to self. As Atisa Dipankarasrijiiana explains
in his commentary on Laipa’s sadhana, “one whose heaps and so forth are thus purified, is
naturally purified, birthlessly, as is a magical deity, because one has purified one’s clinging
to that which is of the self.”** What the Buddhist Tantras prescribe then is a sort of
“reconstruction” process to follow the process of the deconstruction of the self, i.e.. the
realization that it is devoid of any intrinsically real, permanent entity.

The Samvarodaya Tantra makes a similar claim conceming the meditation practices
taught therein, as follows: “One who abides in the concentration of Sriheruka will attain the
state of clear light. It will be a non-discursive state due to the union of the sense subject
and object. Awakening to the purity of the objects of sense, one abides in all modes.”™® A
more general claim to efficacy in purification is made in the Cakrasamvara Tantra, as
follows: ““For example, a pot filled with grease is placed in the midst of a fire, and the butter
running melts, and the pot’s taint is destroyed. Likewise, sin is destroyed by means of the
name “Sriheruka”, in meditation, or mere reflection, through reading, recitation or
writing.”™*’

The rhetoric of purity found in both Mahayana and Tantric sources reveal a

common factor that links the two. It is a tendency toward a nondualistic interpretation of

reality, with the focus directed inward toward the mind and body as the locus for the

* / de ltar zhes bya ba la sogs pala/ gang dag pa phung po la sogs pa dang / gang gi rang bzhin du dag
pa sgyu ma lta bu’i lha dang / ji ltar dag pa skye med du dag pa’o // bdag gir ‘dzin pa dap par bya ba’i
phyir/ (AV DT fol. 187b).

* My trans., cf. Tsuda 1974 p. 250. SV ch. 4 v. 21-22: $riherukasamadhisthah prabhasvarapadam apnuyat
/I visayavisayiyogena nirvikalpapadam bhavet // visayavisuddhi bodhavya sarvakaravare sthitih // (Tsuda
1974:82) *od gsal ba’i go ‘phang thob // heruka dpal yang dag gnas // yul dang yul can sbyor ba yis //
rmam rtog med pa’i go ‘phang ‘gyur // mam pa kun gyi mchog gnas pas // yul ni mam dag shes par bya/
(Tsuda 1974:173-74).

*7CST ch. 51, v. 7,8. ghrta parnam yatha bhandam sthapitam agnimadhyake // dravantam dravate sarpih
kalam nasyati bhandayoh // tatha papam ca naSyati $riheruketi nimatah // dhyane cintitamatram va
pathasvadhyayalekhanat //; / dper na mar gyis gang ba'i snod // me yi dbus su bzhag na ni // mar sar steng
du zhu *gyur zhing // snod kyi dri ma *jig par ‘gyur // de bzhin éri he ru ka yi // mtshan gyis sdig pa ‘jig
par ‘gyur // bsam gtan sems pa tsam gyis sam // klog cing kha tog bris pa yis / (DK fol. 246a)
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resolution of the problem of suffering and the attainment of awakening. This seems to be
Santideva’s intention when he wrote:
How will [ destroy the wicked who are as extensive as space? But when the
angered mind is destroyed, so too are all enemies. How can [ cover the entire earth
with leather? The earth is so covered simply by [wearing] leather sandals. As it not
being possible for me to control the outside world, were I to control my own mind,
what need would there be to restrain others?*?
To project one’s inner hatreds and passions onto the objects of the outside world. and thus
to fight enemies that are ultimately self-constituted, would be to fight a battle that could
never be won. It does not help to project one’s dissatisfaction outward onto the world like
§z‘1riputra, Or even worse, to attempt to transform the world by means of a maladapted
methodology based on misknowledge, to “pave the world with leather,” so to speak. The

logic of Mahayana Buddhism, and in particular Buddhist Tantrism, is to transform oneself,

and thereby transform the world.

2.2 Transformation and Perfection

1. The Alchemy of Passion and Compassion

When discussing the transformations that occur during the process of awakening,
Buddhist texts frequently make use of alchemical metaphors in describing this process. Of
particular importance is the catalyst of the process, which effects the transformation just as
the purified mercury elixir transforms base metals into gold. The catalyst for Mahayana
Buddhism, and for its Tantric traditions in particular, is bodhicitta, the “Spirit of

Awakening”, which is the aspiration to achieve complete and total awakening in order to

* BC ch. 5 vv. 12-14: (12) kiyato marayisyami durjanan gaganopaman / mdrite krodhacitte tu marttah
sarvasatravah // (13) bhamim chadayitum sarvam kutas carma bhavisyati / upidnac carmamatrena channi
bhavati medini // (14) bahya bhava mayi tadvac chakya varayitum na hi / svacittam virayisyami kim
mamanyair nivaritaih // (Vaidya 1960:53); / sems can mi srun nam mkha' bzhin // de dag gzhom gyis yong
mi lang // khro ba'i sems 'di gcig bcom na // dgra de thams cad choms dang 'dra // sa stengs 'di dag kos g
yogs su // de snyed ko bas ga la lang // Iham mthil tzam gyi ko bas ni // sa stengs thams cad g.yogs dang
'dra // de bzhin phyi rol dngos po yang // bdag gis phyir bzlog mi lang gi// bdag gi sems ‘di phyir bzlog
bya'i // gzhan mams bzlog go ci zhig dgos / (DT fol. 10b); cf. Batchelor 1979 p. 39.
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benefit all sentient beings. The transformative aspect of the Spirit of Awakening is stressed
by Santideva in the following passage:
One wretched and bound in the prison of existence becomes fit to be praised in both
the human and immortal worlds as a ‘scion of the Sugata’ just as soon as he or she
has given rise to the Spirit of Awakening. Since, like the supreme mercurial elixir,
it makes this impure form [we] have taken transmutable*® into the priceless form
which is the Conqueror’s treasure, quickly take up the thought of the Spirit of
Awakening.*®
This interesting passage attributes to the Spirit of Awakening (bodhicirta) the same sort of
catalytic power of transmutation attributed to the mercurial elixir of alchemy. The question
might arise, however, how might this be possible?

Tantric traditions follow the Mahdyana in placing great importance upon the notion
of compassion and the liberative arts (updya) inspired by it. Compassion is the instinctual
or spontaneous, rather than contrived, desire to alleviate the suffering of others. Since
Buddhists, however, recognize that ultimately we are all responsible for our own condition,
alleviating the suffering of others often requires liberative arts (upaya), strategies or tricks

which, while sometimes on the surface deceptive, are designed to lead suffering individuals

either out of danger of which they are unaware,*' or into stage of development or frame of
g y g P

“ The gerundive vedhaniyam, derived from the root vidh ‘to pierce’, has in the alchemical context the
meaning “transmute”, as David White explains: *“Transmutation is called vedhana (‘piercing'), as this is
what happens on the conceptual level. Because of its subtle nature, mercury is able to pierce or penetrate
less subtle metals. In doing so, it ‘kills’ them, such that their siksma form emerges, as resurrected, from
its previous, more sthala envelope (which has ‘sweated off, as in diksa — through the agency of mercury),
leaving that old body behind as an ash (bhasma) in compound in other substances. Thus, depending upon
its own degree of perfection, mercury is capable of forcing the ‘self-transformation’ of other elements by
causing them to slough off their less dense, sthiila content.” (White 1984:53) The alchemical simile is apt,
since bodhicitta is said to effect *self-transmutation’ in those who give rise to it.

0 BCch. I vv. 9-10: (9) bhavacirakabandhano varikah sugatinam suta ucyate ksanena /
sanarimaralokavandaniyo bhavati smodita eva bodhicitte // (10) asucipratimam imam grhitva
jinaratnapratimam karoty anardham / rasajatamativa vedhaniyam sudrdam grhnata bodhicittasamjfiam //
(Vaidya 1960:7-8); / byang chub sems skyes gyur na skad cig gis // 'khor ba'i btson rar bsdams pa'i nyam
thag mams // bde gshegs mams kyi sras zhes brjod bya zhing // ‘jig rten lha mir bcas pas phyag byar ‘gyur
// gser 'gyur rtsi yi mam pa mchog lta bu // mi gtsang lus 'di blangs nas rgyal ba'i sku // rin chen ring
thang med par bsgyur bas na // byang chub sems zhes byaba rab brtan zung / (DT fol. 2a,b); cf. Batchelor
1979, pp. 4-5.

*! The classic example here is that described in the parable contained in chapter 3 of the Lotus Sitra,
wherein a Father lures his sons out of a burning house with promises to give them diverse sorts of carts,
when in fact he only has one type to give them. See Hurvitz 1976, pp. 58-61.
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mind wherein they can reach deeper levels of self-understanding.’* This aspiration must be
fundamentally inspired by compassion, and is oriented toward the development of the
liberative arts, the perfection of which occurs at the moment of perfect awakening, i.e., the
achievement of Buddhahood. It represents a total transformation of one’s aim and
consequently one’s behavior, being fundamentally a motivation toward the good of others
rather than one’s own selfishly, narrow-mindedly conceived good. For this reason the
Spirit of Awakening was understood to effect the transformation from a benighted to an
Awakened state. This transformative power is expressed well by a passage in the Chinese
translation of the Vajragarbhatantra, which occurs as follows:

If a bodhisattva gives rise to the unexcelled spirit of awakening, then he or she is

known as a Vajrasattva. This spirit of awakening effects not only one’s own

benefit but also benefit for others. In this way a bodhisattva mahasattva practices

with an understanding of the liberative arts (upaya, 7 £ ), causing the sense

faculties (indriya; 1R) and the sense objects (visaya; 3 5) which are their

respective cause and function to attain the tolerance of the non-origination of all

things (anutpattikadharmaksanti; 4 15 Z3%).5
Buddhist Tantras particularly stress the importance of cultivating and maintaining the Spirit
of Awakening, which became one of their central and organizing principles. The Vajrayana
further develops the idea; in certain of the Perfection Stage Yogas, bodhicitta is seen less as
an abstract aspiration and more as a psycho-physical energy or substance which must be
cultivated and manipulated in yogic exercises. Bodhicitta, regardless of how it is
understood, is significant not only because of its centrality to Buddhist Tantric practice, but
also because it is taken as distinctive mark of such practice; or, from another perspective,

we can say that this altruistic aspiration serves as a mark of Buddhist practice. Practices

which might otherwise be equally adaptable to non-Buddhist contexts become Buddhist

52 A classic example of this sort is contained in Gandavyiha Siitra, in the beginning of which Sudhana,
having developed the Spirit of Awakening, is sent on an extensive quest by Mafijusri to learn the practice
of the bodhisattvas, only to realize, when he finally achieves a liberating vision in Vairocana’s tower, that
he was in fact awakened from the moment he conceived the spirit of enlightenment. See Cleary 1993.

Y EHERBRBR EATRO - REIZASHIE the BF

ROEBAIREAR - MREEMREAETHINSE - fERERSBIBRAEKNE
o BEEEAET o (T. 1128, pp. 543.1,2); cf. Bagchi 1944, p. 36.
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when framed by altruistically intended actions, namely, when preceded by the generation of
the Spirit of Awakening, and followed by the dedication of merits gained through practice
to the welfare of other beings. In fact, certain Buddhist scholars, such as ‘Jam-mgon
Kong-sprul, have gone so far as to claim that the perfection stage yogic processes are
essentially non-Buddhist if not conjoined to this altruistic orientation.**

The centrality of bodhicitta as a fundamental idea underlying Buddhist Tantric
theory and practice is demonstrated by the wide variety of texts in which either the idea is
invoked, or the practice of generating this altruistic aspiration is prescribed. It is evinced
by the famous line in the first chapter of the Mahavairocana Siitra, that “The Buddha said,
“The Spirit of Awakening (bodhicitta) is the cause, great compassion (mahakaruna) is the
root, and liberative art (upaya) is the ultimate’.”** Spirit of Awakening is the cause in that it
serves as the basis from which Awakening is attained. But the compassion that arises from
it is itself constructive of the store of merit which gives rise to the form body (rupakaya) of
a Buddha, and is thus the “root”. Liberative art is the “ultimate” in that the attainment of a
Buddha's power to liberate beings is the ultimate goal of the bodhisattva.

In this passage the term bodhicitta in fact has a dual sense, implicitly connected to
the idea of the “seed of awakening” (tathagatagarbha) developed in certain Mahayana
sources. For example, in the Gandavyiitha Siitra, Sudhana learns at the end of an extensive
spiritual journey that he was Awakened from the moment he conceived of the Spirit of
Awakening, which in a sense identifies the cause with the effect. He is told that “the
determination for enlightenment is the seed of all elements of Buddhahood...it is the source
of all the practices of enlightening beings, and from it come all Buddhas of past, future and
present.” (Cleary 1993:352-4). This identification is made explicit in Buddhaguhya’s

commentary to the above verse from the Mahavairocana Sitra, which occurs as follows:

* See Germano 1994, p. 224, esp. n. 56.

% MV ch. 1: / ngas khyod la bshad do // rgyu ni byang chub kyi sems so // rtsa ba ni snying rje chen po’o

/I mthar thug pa ni thabs so /; SR LAR - EAREK - FEAXE - (Miyasaka 1995:86);
cf. Yamamoto 1990, p. 3, Tajima in Wayman and Tajima 1992, p. 256.
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Bodhicitta has two aspects, which are the aspiration for Awakening and the mind
which is the nature of Awakening. While the aspiration for Awakening is also the
pure mind of faith, in this occasion it should be taken as the Spirit of Awakening of
the first [bodhisattva] stage. This spirit of the first stage is linked to the essence of
Complete Awakening, and the mind which is the nature of Awakening is also thus.
Since the Spirit of Awakening of the first stage is understood to be in nature equal
to all things, it is of the same nature as the mind of Complete Awakening. This
Spirit of Awakening is known to be the principle cause for Omniscience
(sarvajiiajiiana).’®
As Tantric Buddhism’s basic approach is to take the goal as one’s path, it exploits this
ambiguity and focuses on bodhicitta as the goal itself, while never losing the sense of
bodhicitta as a path or orientation characterized by a compassion that ideally permeates all
actions; its cultivation is tantamount to awakening.’’

What is transformative here is one’s intention; the expansion of one’s sense of self,
with a concomitant desire to help others in the same way that an ordinary person seeks to
benefit himself, acts as a catalyst, so to speak, transforming the negative emotions which
are basically epiphenomena of a selfish, self-centered perspective, into motivating energies;
this alchemy then aims to transform the passions into compassion. Compassion thus has
the capacity to transform the passions through a process of reorientation.

Compassion did not lose, however, its association with the passions; if anything,
this association was strengthened in the Tantras.®® In chapter two of the Vimalakirti Sitra

we learn, for example, that examples of Vimalakirti’s “inconceivable skill in liberative art”

includes his ability to frequent brothels and bars to reform those within, presumably

* MVV ch. I: / byang chub sems la yang mam pa gnyis te / byang chub kyi phyir sems pa dang / byang
chub kyi rang bzhin gyi sems so // byang chub kyi phyir sems pa ni smon pa dang ‘jug pa'i sems dag
kyang yin mod kyi skabs ‘dir sa dang po’i byang chub kyi sems la bya ste / sa dang po'i sems de mngon
par byang chub pa’i snying por sbyor ba’i phyir ro // byang chub kyi rang bzhin gyi sems kyang ‘di lta ste
/ sa dang po’i byang chub kyi sems de ni chos thams cad mnyam pa nyid du rtog pa'i rang bzhin yin pas
mngon par byang chub pa’i sems dang rang bzhin gcig pa'i phyir ro // de Ita bu’i byang chub kyi sems ni
thams cad mkhyen pa’i ye shes kyi rgyu’i gtso bor rig par bya'o / (DT fols. 271b-272a, Miyasaka 1995 p.
87).

% This point is made by Hopkins in his 1990 article, pp- 93-94.

* Indeed, as Hopkins pointed out, compassion (karuna) came to be associated with the bliss produced by
sexual intercourse in which semen is retained. (1990:93)
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without himself becoming attached to the addictive “pleasures” of those places.”® In the
Gandavyiitha Sitra Sudhana met the Lady (bhagavati) Vasumitra, a bodhisattva who could
liberate beings through her glance, wink, kiss or embrace.** A Tang dynasty story
collection contains a similar tale of a woman notorious for her promiscuity, who after death
was revealed to be a bodhisattva, one who manifested her compassion in a socially
unacceptable manner.®' Evidently, the observance of social norms is no criteria for
ascertaining bodhisattva status.

The line between passion and compassion appears to be thin. In his
autocommentary to the first chapter of his Pramanavarttika, Dharmakirti acknowledges
that, from a certain perspective, compassion (karuna) can be understood as passion (raga)
in that it is a type of motivating intention. However, he goes on to qualify and define
compassion as follows: “Even in the absence of compulsive grasping for the Self,
compassion arises through inculcating it (in one’s mind) by merely apprehending a certain
kind of suffering.”®* This idea, which is grudgingly accepted by Dharmakirti, is
wholeheartedly embraced by Tantric theorists, such as Anangavajra, who wrote that

“Compassion (krpa) is said to be passion (raga) because it delights (rafijati) all beings

% See Thurman 1976 p. 21.
% A good translation of this passage occurs in Paul 1979, pp. 155-62.

S! Chou summarized this story in Li Fu-yan's (2% ) late Tang Xu-xuan Guai-ji (B ZE ) as
follows: “There appeared in Yen-chou a beautiful woman about the age of twenty-four or five, who
wandered alone in the city. All the young men in the city loved her and associated with her. She would
do what the young men wanted and never refused anybody. After several years she died. Her funeral was
arranged by the people in Yen-chou with great sorrow. Since she had no relatives, they buried her right
beside the road. During the Ta-li period (766-779 A.D.), a monk from Central Asia came to the city.
Having seen the tomb, he made obeisance to it, burned incense, walked around it and recited hymns of
praise. The people of the city said to him: “She was but a voluptuous woman who would take anybody as
her husband. Why should you worship her like this?” The monk replied: “You do not know. She was a
great sage with deep compassion and good-will to give. Therefore she granted whatever desire the world
had. She was a So-ku p'u-sa ${#&ERE (Bodhisattva of Chained Bones). If you do not believe, you may
open the tomb and see.” So the people did. The bones of the skeleton were interlocked with one another
like chains.” (1945:328)

%2 Dunne 1996:539, modified by me. This occurs in Gnoli's edition as follows: asaty apy atmagrahe
duhkhavi$esadar§anamatrenabhyabhyasabalotpadini bhavaty eva karuna (1960:9). For a lengthy treatment
of Dharmakirti’s argument see Dunne 1996.
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who are inundated with every sort of suffering, and who are thereby released from the
cause of suffering.”?

Tantric psychological alchemy is conceptually akin to homeopathy, in holding that
the very source of a problem can be transformed into its own remedy. This idea was
concisely expressed by Laksmimkari who wrote that “By the very means that living beings
are bound by dreadful actions, one is liberated from the bonds of existence through
liberative art.”** Tantric literature in fact is filled with this sort of transformative metaphor,
which imply that the “poisons” of ordinary existence can be neutralized or transformed by
one equipped with the proper knowledge. A succinct statement to this effect occurs in the
Hevajra Tantra as follows:

If he drinks strong poison, the simple man who does not understand it falls

senseless. But he who is free from delusion with his mind intent on the truth

destroys it altogether. Just so those who know the art of release and make effort in

Hevajra are not held by misknowledge nor by the bonds of delusion and so forth.®*
This process not only is capable of neutralizing the “poisons” of the passions, but can
potentially be transformed into the “ambrosia” of great bliss. Padmasambhava, the
mahasiddha who journeyed to Tibet during the eighth century, used the analogy of the
process of fertilization to explain that:

If the three poisons are calmed, the poison will become non-poison. Progressively

approximating ambrosia, they become ambrosia. For example, the sewage of a
large town will benefit fields of sugarcane, rice and grapes. Accordingly, whatever

® Prajiopayaviniscayasiddhi. Ch. 1 v. 15: rafijaty asesaduhkhaughin utthams tu duhkhahetutah /
sarvasattvan yatas tasmit krpé rigah pragiyate // (Samdhong et al. 1987:68); / ma lus sdug bsngal rgya
mtsho dang // sdug bsngal las ‘don gang yin pa // snying rje sems can la chags pas // *dod chags zhes ni
bya bar grags / (Samdhong et al. 1987:113).

 Advayasiddhi v.7: yena yena hi baddhyante jantavo raudrakarmana / sopayena tu tenaiva mucyante
bhavabandhanat // (Samdhong et al. 1987:161); / *di ltar sems can ‘ching ba ni // drag po’i las kyis sems
can mams // de ltar thabs dang Idan pa yis // ‘khor ba dag las grol bar byed / (Samdhong et al. 1987:148);
cf. Mishra 1993, p. 32.

 HT ILiv.71-72; trans. in Snellgrove 1959, vol.1, p- 107 with minor emendations by me. Verse 71 is in
apabhramsa, which Snellgrove translated relying upon the commentaries and the Tibetan translation. The
text occurs as follows: (71) ghasmai garalaha bhakkhanahi jo niccedya na loa / mohavaijvarjita tatumana
tatva para tutua soa // (72) tathd nivrtyupdyajiia hevajresu krtasramah / avidyadyair na grhyante na ca
mohadibandanaih //; / gang zhig mi shes *jig rten pa // btsan dug zos pas brgyal bar ‘gyur // rmongs
spangs de nyid yid kyis ni // de yis de nyid yongs su gcod // de bzhin zhi ba'i thabs shes zhing // kye’i
rdo rier ngal bsos nas // ma rig sogs pas mi ‘dzin cing // gti mug la sogs ‘ching bas min / (Sneligrove
1959: vol. 2 pp. 70-71).
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addictions are in the body will benefit one who is omniscient. This is the lord of
supreme medicines, the highest method of removing pain.®

Aryadeva likewise takes recourse to naturalistic imagery:

Just as someone who has overcome poison can neutralize poison with poison, or as
water is drawn out from the ear with water, or a thorn with a thorn, likewise the
wise draw out passion with passion. For example, the washer, by means of the
stain makes the clothing stainless, so too the intelligent should make themselves
stainless by means of their very own stains. Just as a mirror is cleansed by being
wiped clear of dust, the intelligent make use of the faults to destroy the faults. Just
as a singie iump of iron cast in water sinks to the bottom, likewise one who is a
suitable vessel should liberate others to liberate himself. The enjoyment of desire
by means of wisdom and art liberates the mind of one who is a suitable vessel, and
can even cause others to be liberated. If the unwise partake of desire, it becomes a
fetter. The wise, however, relying upon desire, achieve liberation. It is known
throughout the world that non-toxic milk becomes highly toxic if drunk by cobras.
Just as a goose is skilled in drinking milk mixed in water, likewise the skillful is
liberated enjoying poisonous objects. Poison, if used properly, is transformed into
ambrosia. For the fools, however, sweetmeats and so forth become poisonous if
misused.®’

* This passage is attributed to him in his biography, the The God and Demon Precepts (lha ‘dre bka’
thang), in the bka’ thang Ide Inga collection, which was “discovered” by Urgyan gling-pa. It occurs as
follows in the Beijing edition: / dug gsum nye bar zhi gyur na // dug ni dug med bya ba yin // bdud rtsi
rim gyis bsten byas nas // bdud rtsi nyid du gyur pa yin // dper na grong khyer chen po'i lud // bu ram
shing gi zhing dag dang // *bras zhing rgun ‘brum zhing la phan // de bzhin nyon mong lus gang yin //
thams cad mkhyen pa nyid la phan // sman pa che mchog gtso bo ste // zug mgu ‘byin pa bla na med /
(pp.11.12). A possible source for this “fertilization” metaphor is the Aryakasyapaparivarta-nama-
mahayanasitra, wherein the following passage occurs: “For example, the impure sewage of the towns can
enrich a field of sugarcane. Likewise, the ordure of the bodhisattva’s addictions can be made to enrich the
Victor’s Teachings.” / dper na grong khyer mams kyi mi gtsang lud // de ni bu ram shing gi zhing phan //
de bzhin byang chub sems dpa’i nyon mongs lud // de ni rgyal ba’i chos la phan par byed // (DT fol.
130a).

" CV vv. 36-45: (36) viskranto yatha kascid visenaiva tu nirvisah // (37) karndj jalam jalenaiva
kantakenaiva kantakam / rigenaiva tatha rigam uddharanti manisinah // (38) yathaiva rajako vastram
malenaiva tu nirmalam / kuryad vijiias tathitmanam malenaiva tu nirmalam // (39) yatha bhavau
samsuddho rajonirghrstadarpanah / sevitas tu tatha vijiair doso dosavinasanah // (40) lohapindo jale ksipto
majjaty eva tu kevalam / patrikrto sa evinyam trayet tarati svayam // (41) tadvat patrikrtam cittam
prajiiopayavidhanatah / bhufijano mucyate kimo mocayaty aparan api // (42) durvijiiaih sevitah kamah
kamo bhavati bandhanam / sa eva sevito vijfiaih kimo moksaprasadhakah // (43) prasiddham sakale loke
ksiram visavinasanam / tad eva phanibhih pitam sutarim visavardhanam // (44) jale ksiram yathavistam
hamso pibati panditah / savisin visayams tadvad bhuktva muktas ca panditah // (45) yathaiva vidhivad
bhuktam visam apy amrtayate / durbhuktam ghrtapiradi balanan tu visayate // (Patel 1949:4-5); / ji ltar
dug gis zin ‘ga’ zhig // dug nyid kyis ni dug med byed // ma las chu la chu nyid dang // tsher ma zug la
tsher ma nyid // de bzhin chags pa chags nyid kyis // mkhas pa mams kyis ‘dzin par byed // nyes pa
sbyangs phyir bsten par bya // Icags kyi gong bu chur bcug na // ji ltar gting du ‘gro bar *gyur // de nyid
snod du byas pas su / bdag dang gzhan yang sgrol bar byed // de bzhin snod du byas pa’i sems // shes rab
thabs kyi cho ga yis // *dod pas spyod bzhin grol bar ‘gyur // gzhan dag kyang ni grol bar byed // mam
shes ngan pas bsten byas na // *dod pa ‘ching ba nyid du ‘gyur // de nyid mkhas pas bsten byas nas // ‘dod
pas thar par rab tu sgrub / (p. 1.5) / *o mas dug ni zhig ‘gyur ba // ‘jig rten kun la rab tu grags // de nyid
sbrul gyis ‘thungs nas ni // dug ni shin tu ‘phel bar byed // ji ltar chu dang ‘o ma ‘dres // ngang ba ‘o ma
‘thung bar mkhas // de bzhin dug bcas yul dag pas // mkhas pas spyad nas grol bar byed // ji Itar cho ga
bzhin spyad na // dug kyang bdud rtsir ‘gyur ba yin // byis pa rnams kyis mar kham sogs // bza’ ma legs
pa dug du ‘gyur / (Patel 1949:25-26; cf. QT p. 1.4,5).
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This notion that the passions themselves are transmutable into their own release, while a
thoroughly Tantric idea, has its basis in older levels of Buddhist thought, in the apophatic
Prajiaparamita texts as well as in the classical Mahayana commentary literature. A
famous example occurs in Asafga’s Mahayanasitralamkara; although the relevant portion
of this text has already been translated,®® its significance warrants its inclusion here:

Since no thing exists apart from the sphere of realitv (dharmadhatu). the Buddhas
hold that the passions and so forth are their own transcendence ( nihsarana).

The Blessed Lord said, “I say that apart from passion there is no transcendence
of passion, and likewise for hate and delusion.” This shows the intended import
here. There is no thing separate from the sphere of reality, meaning that no thing
exists in a state of separation from reality. Therefore, it is understood that the reality
of passion, etc. is designated as “passion,” and likewise the transcendence of
passion, etc. It should be understood that this is the intended import here.

As no thing exists apart from the sphere of reality, the wise hold that this is relevant
in regard to the teaching on the addictions.

It is said that “Misknowledge and Awakening are one.” The intended import
here is that this is relevant to the teaching on the addictions. Figuratively speaking
misknowledge can be [understood to be] the reality of awakening.

Through being thoroughly engaged with passion etc., one is liberated from them
through their transcendence.

Thoroughly engaging in the passions, etc., one is liberated from them; this is
acknowledged to be their transcendence. That is the intended import here.*’

In the Buddhist view, the spiritual “path” should be characterized by great bliss, and this
bliss arises from a nondual perspective, from an integration of artificially separated aspects
of reality, be they the passions and awakening, bondage and liberation, self and other, or
theory and practice, which are articulated as “wisdom” (prajiia) and “art” ( upaya) in

Buddhist discourse. As the Srisamvarakhasama put it, “the path of great bliss is the

% See Snellgrove 1987:126.

 Trans. based in part on Thurman's (unpublished manuscript) pp. 196-97. Ch. 13, vv. 11-13, with
Asanga’s autocommentary: (v. 1 1) dharmadhatuvinirmukto yasmad dharmo na vidyate / tasmad ragidayas
tesdm buddhair nihsaranam matah //; yad uktam bhagavata / naham anyatra ragad rigasya nihsaranam
vadamy evam dvesan mohad iti / tatrabhisamdhim darsayati / yasmad dharmadhatuvinirmukto dharmo
nasti dharmatavyatirekena dharmabhavat / tasmad ragadidharmatapi ragady akhyam labhate sa ca
nihsaranam ragadinam ity evam tatrabhisamdhir veditavyah /. (v. 12) dharmadhatuvinirmukto yasmad
dharmo na vidyate / tasmat samkle$anirdese sa samvid dhimatam matah //; yad uktam avidyi ca bodhis
caikam iti / tatrpi samklesanirdese sa evabhisamdhih / avidya bodhidharmta syat tad upacirat /. (v. 13)
yatas tan eva ragidin yonisah pratipadyate / tato vimucyate tebhyas tenaisim nihsrtis tatah //; tan eva
ragadin yonisah pratipadyamanas tebhyo vimucyate tasmat parijiiatas ta eva tesaim nihsaranam bhavatity
ayam atrabhisamdhih // (Bagchi 1970:85).
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supreme nonduality of art and wisdom, achieved through the power of joy which arises
from great compassion.””®

The Buddhists thus take here a relativistic stance; there is nothing that is intrinsically
conducive to bondage or liberative, and ultimately all distinctions such as “‘purity” and
“impurity” are illusory. Such ideas are, at best, only heuristically meaningful.”' Whether
any particular phenomenon or behavior is binding or liberating is dependent upon a certain
kind of knowledge, an insight into the nature of things which deconstructs selfish

attachment and allows the aspiring bodhisattva to engage with the world without being

bound to it.

2.2.2 Union and Self-Consecration

The eventual identification in Mahayana Buddhism of the aspiration for Awakening
with Awakening itself conceptually pioneered the course of development that would lead to
the techniques of self-identification with an Awakened deity which is a central feature of
Buddhist Tantrism. The claim that the impure, benighted sphere of existence, i.e., samsara,
and the sphere of liberation, nirvana, are identical or nonual, and differ only cognitively,
i.e., via the distinction between misknowledge and correct knowledge of reality, is a
powerful claim, and one that opened the way for the very development of Buddhist
Tantrism. This claim was in fact made by Tripitakamala, who wrote the following in his

Nayatrayapradipa:

7®/ snying rje chen po las skyes pa // dga’ ba'i shugs las mam par grub / thabs dang shes rab gnyis med
mchog / bde ba chen po lam yin no / (DK fol. 262a)

™! Asanga, for example, comments in his Madhyanta-vibhanga, that “If there were no passions, all men
would be liberated. If there were no purity, their effort would be fruitless. Emptiness neither has nor lacks
the passions; it is neither pure nor impure. The mind is pure by nature, but soiled by adventitious
passions.” (Demiéville 1987:16) He seems to maintain a certain tension between the ultimate and
conventional views, asserting the truth of the former while accepting the limited value or inevitability of
the latter.
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It is said in both the sifras and the tantrarajas that nondual intuition (. advayajniana)

alone is the cause of perfections, that is, the Stages (bhumi), Concentrations

(samadhi), dharanis, Transcendences (paramita), Superknowledges (abhijfia), and

the infinite doors of Liberation which were proclaimed with the very ambrosial

voice of great compassion.”
It is also an important idea underlying the practice of “deity” or Buddha-yoga.”® Deity yoga
is the meditative practice of visualizing oneself as a deity, the term yoga here translatable as
“union”. And the object of union is either the Buddha or some other Awakened deity,
which in either case symbolize Awakening, the highest goal of Buddhist practice.

The identity of the potential for Awakening with Awakening itself is made possible
through a specific sort of “knowledge” (jiiana) of reality, an understanding of the voidness
which permits one not so much to understand but to tolerate the inconceivable manner in
which phenomena are deeply interrelated. This view of reality is described in Mahayana
sutras such as the Vimalakirti and the Avatamsaka.” This appears to be a case where the
translation *“knowledge” for jiiana is inappropriate, and instead a more suitable and
felicitous translation would be “intuition” understood in the Bergsonian sense, since it
involves no mere intellectual apprehension of an object, but rather a deeply experienced
realization of the nature of reality which is not necessarily expressible in the terminology of
dichotomous thought and language constructs, and which has a transformative capacity

which extends beyond the experience itself.”® Thurman described it is as follows, saying

that

" | mdo sde dang rgyud kyi rgyal po de dang de rmams su sa dang / ting nge ‘dzin dang / gzungs dang /
pha rol tu phyin pa dang / mngon par shes pa dang / mam par thar pa'i sgo mtha’ yas pa mams thugs rje
chen po’i bdud rts’i gsung nyid kyi ston par mdzad pa ni gnyis su med pa'i ye shes kho na phun sum
tshogs pa ma lus pa'i rgyu yin par gsungs la / NT DT fol. 7a.

™ As noted above, both the terms devatayoga and buddhayoga occur in Buddhist texts. It is important to
keep in mind in the Buddhist Tantric context that the “deity” is not an absolutely existent entity whom the
practitioner approaches as a supplicant as in theistic religions, but rather an embodiment of the ideal of
Awakening with whom the practitioner seeks to assimilate him or herself via a process of meditative
identification.

™ See Thurman 1976 and Cleary 1993.

5 See note 19 above.
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the bodhisattva, upon arising from direct, nonconceptual gnosis of nonduality
etc., experiences the “aftermath gnosis” (prsthalabdhajfiana), in which the
entire causal realm, the relative world appears to be like a dream, illusion, echo,
reflection, etc. In what sense does it so appear? Clearly, these metaphors intend
to convey that the enlightenment-universe is not a “solid”, realistically uniform,
causally normative realm, but is rather fluid, inconceivable, magical, etc.
(1980:347)

Reality here is viewed in a nondual fashion; not only are conventional, phenomenal
existents and their ultimate, void nature understood as existing in a nondual, interdependent
fashion (3 B #£55¥), but phenomena themselves are understood to exist in an
inconceivable, interpenetrating fashion (B B #£%#). The Avatamsaka school in China, the
Hua-yan or Kegon (¥ ) school, developed intricate meditative practices for the
cultivation of this vision of reality, characterized not only by the interpenetration of the
ultimate and the convention,’ it is perhaps not surprising that Kikai placed this school just
below the Esoteric (Mikkyo) form of Buddhism in the hierarchy presented in his *Jeweled
Key to the Secret Treasury” (B4 B #, Hizo hoyaku).”” Kikai, in his essay “Attaining
Enlightenment in this very Existence” (Sokushin jobutsugi, B[l B B% 3% ), described the
Tantric vision of reality drawing on the imagery typical to this school, as follows:

Endlessly reverberating like Indra’s net is that which is called the body”; this is a
metaphor for the compete interpenetration without obstruction of the three
mysteries, the atoms of which are luminous Buddhalands. “Indra’s net” is the
jeweled net of Indra which is also called the “body”, which designates one’s own
body, the Buddha's body and the bodies of sentient beings. The “body” also has

four types, such as the Truth (svabhava, B 1), Beatific (sambhoga, % FH), and
Emanation (nirmana, #1t) [bodies], etc. The body also can be thrice characterized
as word, gesture and image, which are also like those [above types]. The body is
vertically and horizontally vibrant like an image in a mirror or rays of lamplight.
Interpenetrating, that body is this body, and this body the bodies of sentient beings,
whose bodies are the Buddha’s body: [these] are not the same yet similar, not
different yet differentiated.”®

66  Regarding Du Shun’s system of meditation see Cook 1977, as well as Cleary’s (1983)
translations of the writings of Du Shun and Zheng-guan.

77 See the translation of this text in Hakeda 1972 pp. 157-224

TEER ARG ERA BRI HEEMNE=TH
REXALBESZTRIHRIRESR L, SN EHUE
CERHOSGXNE-ZEFHERUNRE SHBEEEM
HEEE S WBHNERE S, REHHNEHES FRETUEAIARM
(Kukai 1910,p. 100). cf. Hakeda 1972, p. 232.
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Tantric visualization implies at least an understanding of reality as not “solid” and unpliable
but rather transformable and deeply interrelated to one’s own body, mind and imaginative
powers, which from a certain perspective create one’s perception of it. It thus involves a
process of active imagination coupled with the discipline of meditative concentration
(samadhi), without which the visualization has no power, and yogic techniques such as
breath control which enrich and empower the meditative experience. It is based upon the
assumption of a fundamental link between cause and effect, such that the attainment of the
latter requires a similar cause; Buddhahood is thus attained through a process of identifying
oneself, mentally, verbally and physically, with the Buddha.”
This process is typically called “deity yoga”, or, in the case of the

Sarvarahasya-nama-tantraraja, “buddhayoga”, which it described as follows:

If one meditates upon joining with the Buddhas (buddhayoga), one by that means

becomes identical to the Buddhas. All Buddhas are alike in nature in that they arise

from concentration (samadhi) and intuition (jiana). Without the practice of

Buddhayoga, the yogin will not attain Buddhahood.*°
According to the Tibetan tradition the meditations which might be characterized as
“buddhayoga” have two aspects, the cultivation of both the “divine pride” of oneself as a

deity, and the *vision” or vivid appearance of one’s environment as a divine environment.

The current Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, has described them as follows:

" Vinayadatta included a clear exposition of this idea in his Guripadesa-nama-mahaméayamandalavidhi, as
follows: “Through meditation on the Form Body (nipakaya) and the Reality Body (dharmakaya), True
Awakening is attained. If the Reality Body is attained through the Victor’s concentration, why is the
Form Body not meditated upon? Although the Form Body is attained through the store, [amassed] by the
inferior over a long period of time, by taking the cause as the effect, the three bodies simultaneously
appear.” / gzugs sku chos kyi sku yin sgom byed pa // ka yis nges par byang chub thob pa yin // chos sku
rgyal ba’i bsam gtan gyis thob na // gzugs kyi sku la ci ste bsgom mi byed // gal te gzugs sku bsod nams
tshogs kyis thob na’ang // de yis yun ring dus gzhan dman pa ste // ‘bras bu’i khyad par rgyu yi khyad par
las // sku gsum dus mnyam par ni snang ba yin / (fol. 93b-94a) A similar explanation is given by
Sridhara in his Sriyamaritantraparijika-sahajaloka-nama, as follows: “The cause of the attainment of
Buddhahood is Union with the Buddha (buddhayoga). Is it not completely evident that the effect is
always akin to the cause?” / sangs rgyas nyid ni sgrub pa’i rgyu // sangs rgyas mal ‘byor kun du yang /
rgyu dang ‘dra ba'i *bras bu nyid // kun du mthong ba ma yin nam / (DT fol 82b). Both of these quotes
are included by Tsongkhapa in the first section of his NRC (TL fol. 23a,b), cf. Hopkins 1977 p.131.

Y. 17.c-18.d: BB BEHE - REBRAEZER - ZBUEHHE - FE—1IHE 3

o GEHRETTEEIEM o GCHBAE.0M84%  #E o (T 888 p. 537.) This passage is also quoted by Sridhara in
his Sridhara. Sriyamaritantrapaiijika-sahajaloka-nama (DT fol. 82b), which is cited by Tsongkhapa in his
NRC (TL fol. 23a), cf. Hopkins 1977 p.131.
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Divine pride protects one from the ordinary [conception], and divine vivid
appearance protects one from ordinary appearances. Whatever appears to the
senses is viewed as the sport of a deity; for instance, whatever forms are seen are
viewed as emanations of a deity and whatever sounds are heard are viewed as the
mantras of a deity. One is thereby protected from ordinary appearances, and
through this transformation of attitude, the pride of being a deity emerges. Such
protection of mind together with its attendant pledges and vows is called the
practice of mantra.®'

The “divine pride” of Tantric practice differs from ordinary pride in that, unlike the latter, it
does not imagine a false distinction between subject and object, self and other, glorifying
the former at the expense of the latter. Instead, it involves the re-imagination of both self
and other as deities, and one’s environment as a divine deity palace which is schematically
represented by the mandala. This practice is necessarily built upon the foundation of an
awareness of both subjective and objective voidness, for if one still imagines that there is an
intrinsically real self it is impossible to rise beyond the level of ordinary, gross perceptions
of reality.®
This point is clearly made in the Sarvarahasya Tantra, which begins with what we

might term as a statement of the Tantric ethos:%?

If one does not regard sentient beings as having definite bodies, produced as they

are from the five elements,* and if one also does not ascertain a definite mind,

then meditate on the buddhas in this way also. If a great hero (mahasattva) were

to desire to bow down to the buddha, he or she should bow down to his or her

own intuition.** The Buddha’s intuition and one’s own have the same original

source. Their secret nature is that they exist in a nondual fashion. If one
understands that all things arise selflessly, then that which arises is nondual

* Translated in Hopkins 1977, pp. 48-49, insert provided by Dr. Thurman. This explanation began with
the traditional etymology of mantra as “that which protects the mind”, which is why the notion of
protection occurs throughout it.

2 Of course, there is always the danger that if one engages in deity yoga practices without having realized
voidness that one will simply strengthen one’s coarse attachment to self and egotism, i.e., one's “ordinary
pride”. According to the tradition, however, the proper practice of deity yoga undermines rather than
strengthens attachment to self. This is because the deity yoga practice of visualizing oneself as arising as a
deity out of voidness, and then dissolving the vision back into voidness again, is believed to be a powerful
tool for strengthening one’s realization of voidness. See Cozort 1986 pp. 28, 58.

I use ethos in the general sense defined in the OED, “the characteristic spirit of a culture, era,
community, institution, etc.” (Brown 1993, vol. 1 p. 857 col. 3).

¥ Chinese: 7L £ ; Tibetan: ‘byung Inga.

¥ |HE, lit. “true knowledge” or “knowledge of reality”, a translation of jiidna in its supramundane or
lokottara aspect.
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intuition. As liberation is attained amidst both the desirable and the undesirable,

there is nothing to which one should not bow down. Things have neither arisen

nor will they arise. That which has been born and that which has died do not

abide. Contemplating the Buddhas thus, bow down to your own true wisdom.®
Similar passages occur in “Unexcelled Yogatantras” as well. The Sandhivyakarana, for
example, recommends that “through the union of oneself and one’s deity, worship oneself
and others.”’ While “Buddhayoga” so conceived definitely implies a previous or
concurrent realization of voidness, the Tantric tradition portrays itself as superior to the
Mahayana in its method. A classic textual example of this claim occurs at the end of the
first chapter of the Vajrapaiijara Tantra, as follows:

If voidness is taken as a liberative art, then there is no Buddhahood, since the

effect is none other than the cause. Liberative art thus is not voidness. The

Victors taught voidness to counteract selfish conceptions for the sake of those

who have wrong views and those who seek a view with regard to the self

(atman). Therefore liberative art is “the mandala wheels”, the binding of bliss.

Through the yoga of Buddha pride Buddhahood is rapidly attained. The Teacher

who has the thirty-two signs and who has the eighty marks: his artful form is that

which is attained by means of liberative art.3®
Tsongkhapa, in his Great Mantric Process, argued that the Mantrayina assumes the
voidness taught by the Mahdyina, but goes beyond it, teaching meditative arts which enable
one to rapidly achieve the mental and physical state of an Awakened Buddha.?®

This idea that identification of oneself with an Awakened being is the most

efficacious means to achieve Awakening pervades a wide range of Buddhist Tantric texts,

¥ Sarvarahasya-nama-tantra, vv. 1-4: (v.1) AEEEMRE « FTRERERTE

* PEFRRE L « WEEHBTOR - (v.2) ERARHAL - BEERERY -
BEHEARRMR - BT HPE_MH. (vI)BT-UERE  -FENRE—S

c FIEF PR o HEBEERE o (v. 4) BIEEEERE - EECHRERF
 BUEHGHEHTR - BEHESEEE - (T 888 p. 536). I found the Chinese translation of this

text to be considerably clearer than the Tibetan.
¥ I rang gi lhar ni bdag sbyor bas // bdag and gzhan ni mchod par bya/ (DK fol. 178a).

% / gal te stong pa thabs yin na // de tshe sangs rgyas nyid mi ‘gyur // ‘bras bu rgyu las gzhan min phyir
/I thabs ni stong pa nyid ma yin // Itar mams la log mams dang // bdag tu Ita ba tshol mams kyis // bdag
zhen bsam pa bzlog pa’i phyir // stong par rgyal ba mams gyis gsungs // de phyir dkyil ‘khor *khor lo zhes
/I thabs ni bde ba’i sdom pa ste // sangs rgyas nga rgyal mal ‘byor gyis // sangs rgyas nyid du myur bar
‘gyur // ston pa sum cu rtsa gnyis mishan / gtso bo dpe byad brgyad cur ldan // de phyir thabs kyis
bsgrub bya dang // de ni thabs kyi gzugs can no / (VP DK fol. 31a,b). Cf. Hopkins 1977, p. 117. For
lists of the 32 signs and 80 marks of a great being see Thurman 1976, pp. 156-57.

¥ See Hopkins 1977, pp. 118-22.
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and is stated directly in many of them. These include not only the yogatantras such as the
Sarvarahasya Tantra, in which this practice of deity yoga is of central importance, but also
the so-called “lower” Tantras,’ as well as the “Unexcelled Yoga Tantras”.

In the terminology of the Unexcelled Yoga Tantras, this meditation is characteristic
of the Creation stage, the stage which focuses on creating a vivid divine perception of self
and environment. There is another stage. however. called the Perfection Stage, which
purports to perfect the divine vision created in the former. Cozort described these stages as
follows:

Highest Yoga Tantra comprises two stages, the stage of generation and the stage
of completion. Both are concerned with the transformation of one’s mind and
body into the mind and body of a Buddha. On the stage of generation, one
generates a vivid imaginative visualization of one’s transformation into a deity;
then, the stage of completion “completes” the transformation by actually bringing
about a new physical structure, that is, by transforming into an actual deity, a
Buddha.”
The Perfection Stage is typically considered to have five stages.’® The first two stages,
“body isolation” and “speech isolation,” begin where the Creation Stage concludes, and
prepare for entry into the dissolution process which is a rehearsal of the death process.
Body isolation practices stabilize one’s perception of oneself as a deity. Speech isolation

fuses the breathing process with mantra recitation. This extremely stable concentration

afforded by these practices, effected by intense concentration on the navel center coupled

* Hopkin's title Deity Yoga for his translation of the kriya and caryatantra sections of Tsongkhapa's
sNgags rim chen mo seems appropriate.

* 1986:27. Note that Cozort translates anuttara / bla na med pa as *highest’ while I translate it as
‘unexcelled’. While ‘highest’ is not a logically inaccurate translation, it is not the best either, since
Sanskrit has another word best translated as highest, uttama. The word anuttara, on the other hand,
literally means, ‘that than which there is no greater’, na vidyate uttaram adhikam yatah (as the word is
defined by Abhinavagupta in his Paratrisikavivarana; see Singh 1988, p. 20). Uttara means *higher’,
greater’, so anuttara expresses a state where no such comparison is possible; we are clearly dealing with a
case where Sanskrit, a semantically rich language, has several words to express the same idea. Since
English too is semantically rich, there is no need to impoverish the language by rigidly sticking to a
narrow, uninspiring range of translation terminology. He translated uspattikrama / bskyed rim as ‘stage of
generation’ vs. my ‘Creation Stage’, and sampannakrama / rdzogs rim as ‘stage of completion’ vs. my
‘Perfection Stage’. Here the difference is purely aesthetic.

? The following description is a summary of Thurman’s accounts of these processes, briefly described in
his 1988 article “Vajra Hermeneutics™ (see pp. 130-33), and his more extensive description in his 1994
book (see pp. 73-81).
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with the deep *‘vase breathing” technique, allows one to open the central channel and focus
the flow of the winds into it, awakening the subtle “Fury Fire”’(candali) which travels up
the channel and melts the subtle “drop” of the brain center, whose molten descent down the
channel awakens increasingly intense levels of bliss. This meditation is particularly
important in the Cakrasamvara tradition and will be discussed further below.

The stage of speech isolation is also called “vajra recitation”, and it has the aim of
unraveling the heart center, which opens up the third stage of mind isolation, so-called
because “the mind is isolated from any nonexperience of great bliss. The subtlest mind
becomes the ultimate subjectivity for the cognition of the still metaphoric clear light of
universal voidness or of selflessness.” (Thurman 1994:77). This stage is also called “self-
consecration” (svadhisthana), wherein one arises in the divine magic body effortlessly
(nispraparica, spros med), just like a fish jumping out of water, as Aryadeva describes the
process in his Svadhisthanakramaprabheda. 1t is a perfection of the divine vision of the
Creation stage; it views all reality as a void but nonetheless magically compelling vision
into which one can enter for the sake of compassionately benefiting beings. Aryadeva
describes the theory underlying this practice as follows:

The adept is made of all Buddhas (sarvabuddhamayah), and s/he has the four
aspects of earth and so forth, which are likewise the four voids. There are eight
types of states; these should be understood to be the cause of birth and death.
From clear light comes the great void, from which emerges art. Wisdom is
generated from that, and from it emerges wind. From wind fire is born, whence
water emerges. Earth is born from water, and from them sentient beings evolve.
Earth dissolves into water, and water into fire. Fire enters into the subtle realm,
and wind dissolves into mind. Mind arises from mental factors, and mental
factors enters into misknowledge, which in turn goes to clear light, putting an end
to the three states.”” To the extent that one does not see with the illusion-like
concentration (mayopamasamadhi), to that extent one enters the wheel of life at
the beginning of time.”

Perfection Stage practice focuses on the dissolution process which purportedly occurs at

death, and which involves the eightfold progressive dissolution of the elements and

% srid pa gsum, tribhava, referring here to the birth, death and between states.

9%
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consciousnesses associated them into increasingly subtle levels, culminating in the
experience of clear light. The Self-Consecration process involves the visualization of
oneself arising as a deity through these stages in reverse order, while the fourth stage, Clear
Light (prabhasa), focuses on immersion in clear light, which is equated with an ultimate
understanding of voidness. The focus here is on the ultimate basis of perception, on the
clear light which is considered to be the pristine basis for all cognition; this is particularly
emphasized in the *“Mother Tantras”, which include the Cakrasamvara Tantra, as will be
discussed below in chapter four. The final stage, Integration (yuganaddha) fully unifies the
experience of clear light and the magic body, voidness and compassion, and is equated with
the achievement of Awakening.

While these meditative techniques are characteristic of only the Unexcelled Yoga
Tantras, they are understood in the Tradition as complementing the deity yoga techniques
which appear to be the common ground shared by all Buddhist Tantric traditions. They

thus are in harmony with the general goal of Buddhism, Complete and Perfect Awakening.

2.3 The Way of Great Bliss

1. Joy and Asceticism

In the discussion of possible definitions of “Tantrism” or the *“Tantric” [ argued that
the theory and praxis of meditative union with an Awakened deity serves as a unifying,
defining principle of Tantric Buddhism, a principle on the basis of which the Vajrayana is
often termed the “goal vehicle”. This form of meditation is in many ways at odds with
previous trends of meditation in India, many of which were characterized by their focus on
asceticism. The Tantric Buddhist traditions of yoga, according to numerous Buddhist
Tantric texts, are characterized by joy rather than pain. While past authors have tended to

view Buddhist Tantrism as constituting a radical departure from earlier forms of Buddhism,
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noted for their austerity and ethics, this portrayal may be distorted, and Tantrism may
constitute less a departure from the Buddhist norm than a progressive and natural
development based on tendencies already present in Buddhism from a very early date.

An early and uncompromising position held by the Buddhists was that liberation
was not attainable by means of any mechanistic process, such as by the austerities practiced
by the Jains and some other Sramanas, who evidently held that the karma which bound one
to the world was an actual material substance which could only be removed by means of
fasting, physical and mental immobility, and so forth. On the contrary, the Buddhists held
that liberation could only be attained by means of knowledge, and it is knowledge or its
contrary, misknowledge or wrong ideas about reality, that are productive of liberation or
bondage in the world, rather than any intrinsic quality inherent in actions or their “residues”
in the body.

The origins and development of asceticism in India is a complex issue which cannot
be addressed here at length. A number of scholars held that it represents a sramana-based
reaction against Vedic brahmanism.”> Heesterman, on the contrary, sees ascetic
renunciation as developing within the Vedic tradition itself.’® Bronkhorst, however, has
argued that there are in fact two distinct traditions of asceticism in India, one of which
developed amongst the Vedic brahmins and the other of which developed amongst non-
Vedic sramana groups, of which the Jains are the best known component. Bronkhorst,
however, excludes Buddhism from either of these two traditions of asceticism. He
concluded that

early Buddhism, in spite of the efforts of some modern scholars to obfuscate this,
was in fact markedly different from the other religious movements that existed in
its day. It shared, to be sure, many of the ideas (rebirth determined by one’s
actions) and ideals (reaching freedom from rebirth) with the non-Vedic current

which we have identified, yet appears to have introduced an altogether different
method to reach this goal. Earliest Buddhism as we know it from the texts does

% These include T. W. Rhys Davids and Paul Deussen. See Bronkhorst 1993 p. 4.

% See his article “Brahman, Ritual and Renouncer” in Heesterman 1985, pp. 25-44. See also Bronkhorst
1993 pp. 5-6.
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not preach immobility of body and mind, nor does it search for the true, i.e.
inactive, nature of the soul. (1993:93-94)

In another (1986) work Bronkhorst explored in more detail this “different” method
prescribed by the early Buddhists in contradistinction to their Vedic and sramanic
contemporaries. In that work he argued that Vedic and non-Buddhist Sramanic traditions
together constitute what he calls “the main stream” of meditation in India. Drawing from a
variety of sources, including the upanisads and the Mahabharata, as well as Jain,
Samkhya and Vaisesika texts, he concluded that the “main stream” traditions, despite their
various differences, are in agreement in holding that liberation is affected through the
knowledge of the self, which is viewed as passive and detached from phenomenal
existence, and that ascetic practices are a precondition for the acquisition of this
knowledge.”’

Buddhists works, however, rejected such arduous practices as unnecessary and
harmful, and instead advocated a course of meditation which avoids the extremes of
sensory indulgence or mortification. In early Buddhist works such as the Mahasaccaka
Sitra we learn instead that “Buddhist meditation is a pleasant experience, accompanied by
joy (piti) and bliss (sukha), or bliss alone, in all but its highest stages, whereas non-
Buddhist meditation is not described as pleasurable.” (Bronkhorst 1986: 17).

The rejection of the necessity of ascetic practices is an early hallmark of Buddhist
practice; the most famous example is the Buddha’s refusal of Devadatta’s suggestion that
the five ascetic practices (dhutaguna) be made compulsory for monks; instead they

remained an option not considered essential for liberation.”® Bronkhorst is not the only

7" See Bronkhorst 1986 pp. 51-59.

% Concerning the legend of Devadatta and his demands that the dhuragunas be compulsory see Ray 1994,
pp- 162-73. Bronkhorst lists a number of early Buddhist sources in which ascetic practices are criticized.
(1986:24-26). He concludes that “It is perhaps more surprising that the early Buddhists are against all
these practices. In some cases they contrast the non-Buddhist practices aiming at non-activity with what
are, in their opinion, the practices to be performed in their stead. Rather than fasting, restraining the mind
and stopping the breath, one should perform the Four Dhyinas. And rather than aiming at the non-
functioning of the senses, one should remain equanimous in the face of the experiences they offer.”
(1986:26).
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scholar to notice this fact, and see through the facile misrepresentation of Buddhist as a
“pessimistic” religion. Warder, for example wrote that
Penance was unnecessary to wear out bad karma, knowledge of the causation of
suffering sufficient to turn the suffering person away from the cause of his
troubles even in ‘serious cases’ of bad karma; a good teacher could thus effect the
sudden release of many people who otherwise might have gone on in ignorance
transmigrating according to past karma and building up more undesirable
tendencies for the future. (Warder 1956:50)
The characterizations of Buddhism as a “negativistic” or “pessimistic” are at best
superficial, and at worst totally incorrect. Przyluski was correct in his characterization of
Buddhism as a “religion of joy”;*® it certainly was in comparison to the “mainstream”
traditions of Brahmanism and Jainism, which held that “happiness should not be reached
through happiness, happiness should be reached through hardship”. The Buddhists,
however, held the inverse of this statement to be true.

This does not mean that the Buddhists were hedonistic; in their own perception they
followed a “middle way” which avoided the extremes of both asceticism and hedonism.
This does not, of course, mean that the Buddhist path was easy. On the contrary, its focus
was on the practice of meditation, which was generally understood to be difficult due to the
unruly nature of the mind. Buddhist meditation practice did not require the arduous denial
advocated by groups such as the Jains, but there were a group of strenuous exercises
designed to heighten one’s meditation practices known as the dhutagunas, such as the vow
not to lie down but to remain in meditation posture throughout the night.'°® These practices
were always considered to be optional, and not required for the achievement of Awakening.

Among the early surtas, the Buddha is depicted as rejecting mechanical methods of
achieving purity and awakening, and instead prescribes a method of meditation which does

not necessarily proscribe moderate enjoyment of pleasurable phenomena. The problem for

the Buddhists is not the objects in the external world per se, but the mind which, motivated

% See Warder 1956 p. 45.

'® See Ray 1994, p. 87.
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by misknowledge, gives rise to attachment to them. Hence, in the Vatthipama Sutta the
Buddha recommends a method of meditative purification that involves, externally, virtuous
conduct, and internally, the pervasion of the mind by the four “divine stations”
(brahmavihara), which are love, compassion, joy and equanimity. Regarding a monk who
practices this the Buddha claimed that

if a bhikkhu of such virtue, such a state [of concentration], and such wisdom eats

almstood consisting of choice hill rice along with various sauces and curries, even

that will be no obstacle for him. Just as a cloth that is defiled and stained becomes

pure and bright with the help of clear water, or just as gold is becomes pure and

bright with the help of a furnace, so too, if a bhikku of such virtue....eats

almsfood consisting of choice hill rice, etc....that will be no obstacle for him."'®"
For the Buddhists, it was not denial or indulgence per se which characterized the spiritual
life, but rather the attitude with which one approached life, which was to be disciplined and
mindful, but not necessarily austere.

Tantric Buddhism continues this trend of avoiding asceticism and advocating bliss
as a path to liberation, and thus from this perspective can be seen as being in harmony with
the general historical development of the Buddhist tradition as a whole. Regarding the
former trend, the mortification of the body by means of fasting and other ascetic practices
appear to be anathema to the Tantric tradition, where the focus instead is on the cultivation
of the sense powers so that they might be yoked to the vehicle of Awakening. There are
numerous passages which recommend the abandonment of asceticism. The Cakrasamvara
Tantra has but the following brief injunction, “Put an end to asceticism”, as is fitting for a
‘light’ (laghu) text.'®

There are numerous other, more lengthy passages which advocate the rejection of

painful practices. For example, the Sarvabuddhasamayogadakinijalasamvara Tantra

claims that

" Majjhima Nikaya 7.12, trans. in Nanamoli and Bodhi 1995, p. 120.

' This occurs in chapter 28, which advocates the practice of the “Conduct of the Left"(vamacarya): / dka’
thub nges par zad par *gyur / (DK fol. 233a).
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In this there is no need for ablutions or vows, and no need for asceticism or
burdensome practices; one will succeed with bliss and joy, and without ascetic
vows. You may practice as you desire, eating everything and engaging in
everything. Yea, practice as you desire, taking pleasure in whatever toward
which you are inclined. Sit or rise, go or abide as you wish, laugh or speak as
you like. Practice wherever you like, there is no need to enter the mandala. Have
all the sins you want. For if you join yourself to your deity, you will succeed
even if your merit is slight. When you accomplish everything with this yoga, you
will accrue no faults through any evil food or evil deed. That which all of the
Holy Buddhas could not attain in ten million eons will be completely attained if
one practices with the rites of the mudra.'®

The seventh chapter of the Guhyasamaja Tantra begins with a similar injunction to enjoy
instead the pleasures of the senses and to avoid asceticism, as follows:
Enjoying all sensual pleasures as desired, indeed, by means of this yoga
Buddhahood is easily attained. Enjoying all sensual pleasures as desired, worship
oneself and others through union with one’s own deity. One will not succeed by
practicing asceticism, restraints and fasting, but one will quickly succeed by
enjoying all sensual pleasures.'®
Bliss is particularly emphasized in the Unexcelled Yoga Tantras, where it is considered to
be the result or fruit of yoga, but, following the logic of the Vajrayana whereon the goal is
taken as the path, the cultivation and experience of bliss is a central concern in many of the

Tantras.'” Bliss, rather than the pain of ascetic deprivation, characterizes the yogas

described in the Vajrasattvamayajalaguhyasarvadarsa Tantra, as follows:

'/ *di la khrus dang sdom mi dgos // dka’ ‘thub dka’ spyad mi dgos // dka’ thub sdom pa med pa dang /
bde ba dang ni dga’ bas ‘grub // de bas ji Itar ‘dod spyod cing // kun za de bzhin thams cad spyod // spyad
pa ji ltar ‘dod pa byed // g.yo ba dag kyang ci dgar byed // lang pa dang ni ‘dug pa’am // ‘chag gam ji Itar
gnas kyang rung // dgod dam rab tu smra yang rung // gang na ji Itar spyod kyang rung // dkyil ‘khor du
yang ma zhugs pa’am // sgrib pa kun dang ldan pa’ang rung // rang gi lhar ni bdag sbyor na bsod nams
chung yang ‘grub par ‘gyur // de nyid rmal ‘byor ‘di yis ni // thams cad sgrub par byed pa na // ngan zos
ngan spyod thams cad kyis // nyes pa dag tu yong mi ‘gyur // bskal pa bye bar mi thub pa // sang rgyas
dam pa thams cad de // phyag rgya’i cho ga dag gis ni // bsgrubs na kun tu thob *gyur ba / (IS kalpa 2,
DK fol. 152b).

"% GST Ch. 7 vv. 1-3: (1) sarvakidmopabhogais ca sevyamanair yathecchatah / anena khalu yogena laghu
buddhatvam apnuyat // (2) sarvakimopabhogais tu sevyamanair yathecchatah / svadhidaivatayogena svam
params ca pijayet // (3) duskarair niyamais tivraih sevyaminair na sidhyati / sarvakimopabhogais t
sevyams casu sidhyate //; / *dod pa’i longs spyod thams cad la // ji ltar *dod par bsten na ni /7 “di lta bu yi
sbyor ba yis // sangs rgyas myur du thob par ‘gyur // ‘dod pa’i longs spyod thams cad ni // ji ltar ‘dod pas
bsten bya ste // rang gi lha yi sbyor ba yis // bdag dang gzhan la mchod par bya // dka’ thub sdom pa mi
bzad pas // bsten kyang ‘grub par mi ‘gyur gyi /// ‘dod pa’i longs spyod thams cad la // bsten na myur du
‘grub par ‘gyur / (Freemantle 1971:214-15; cf. her trans. at 1971 p. 46 and 1990 p. 107; the formeris a
more literal trans., the latter more interpretive.)

1% Tsongkhapa argues that the central import of the Unexcelled Yogatantras is the “indivisibility of bliss
and voidness”, an idea he expresses throughout his commentary translated below. According to the Dalai
Lama, the intuition which realizes the voidness taught in the Madhyamika scriptures, and which is the
central import of the “Perfection Vehicle” (paramitayana) is cause or basis for the practice of the
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Through union of one’s three doors with the deity, abandon the inferior views of

ordinary people. Through the experience of great bliss, abandon the view of the

vehicle of asceticism. Through the nonduality of art and wisdom, stabilize the

experience of bliss. By meditating firmly without interruption, one will reach the

stage of Vajrasattva.'®
This bliss is typically described via physical metaphors, and the union with the Awakened
Being that produces it is compared to carnal union. The Srisamvarakhasama Tantra, for
example, claims that “great bliss is the nonduality of joy and the unobjectifying compassion
supreme. Sriheruka is art, and Vajrayogini wisdom; their non-duality is the supreme
integration.”"®” The union of the divine couple here is a metaphor for the nondual
perspective which does not distinguish between self and other, which is implied by the term
“unobjectifying compassion”, which is the compassionate attitude that arises automatically
when one conceives as other qua oneself, and responds to their sufferings with the same
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uncontrived spontaneity that one would respond to ones own.'” Another example occurs

in the Sarvabuddhasamayogadakinijalasamvara Tantra as follows:

Adhering to bliss through the enjoyment of all yogas, worship yourself through
union (yoga) with your own deity. And if, worshipping through repeated union
(anuyoga), you taste everywhere the bliss of all yogas, you will attain the ultimate
union (atiyoga). This bliss which extracts the essence (rasayana) of all Buddhas
achieve§0§upreme bliss and the glorious life of Vajrasattva, youthful and free of
disease.

The centrality of bliss, i.e., embodied experience, in Unexcelled Yoga theory and practice is

perhaps both a cause and a product of the increased focus on bodily processes and their

Unexcelled Yogatantras, while the intuition of great bliss is the result of that and is the central import of
the Mantra vehicle (mantrayana). See Hopkins 1977 p. 49.

1% / sgo gsum lha ru mnyam sbyor bas // tha mal dman pa'i lta ba spong // bde ba chen po nyams myong
bas // dka’ thub theg pa'i Ita ba spong // thabs dang shes rab gnyis med pas // bde ba’i nyams myong brtan
par byos // brtan pa bar chad med bsgoms pas // rdo rje ‘chang gi sa la ‘gro / (DK fol. 173a)

' / dmigs pa med pa snying rje’i mchog / dga’ ba gnyis med bde ba che // thabs ni he ru ka dpal nyid //
shes rab rdo rje mal ‘bor ma // gnyis su med pa zung ‘jug mchog (DK fol. 262a)

'% This sort of compassion is what Santideva so eloquently argues for in chapter 8 of his
Bodhicaryavatara; see Batchelor 1979, pp. 113 ff.

'® / mal ‘byor kun gyi longs spyod kyis // ji ltar bde bar sten byed cing // rang gi lha yi mal ‘byor gyis //
bdag nyid rab tu mchod par bya // rje su sbyor bas mchod byed cing // mal ‘byor kun gyi bde ba dag /
bdag nyid kun tu myong byed na // shin tu sbyor bas grub par ‘gyur // sangs rgyas kun gyi bdag nyid kyi
// ra sa ya na bde ba “dis // rdo rje sems dpa’i dpal tshe dang // lang tsho nad med bde mchog ‘grub/ (IS
kalpa 2, fols. 153 a,b). Concerning the terms yoga, anuyoga and atiyoga see section 3.2 below.
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potential for transformation by mean of the yogic art in these traditions. In the Creation
Stage processes the body is the foremost locus for the re-imagination of self that
buddhayoga entails.''® For the Perfection Stage meditations involve a different attitude
toward the body; no longer is it one’s outer appearance as a deity that is important, but
experience of inner transformations which supposedly produce the experience of bliss.
These involve

internal meditations on a subtle or imaginal body-image through visualizing its
triune elements known as “the channels, winds, and nuclei” (rtsa riung thig le).
This is in contrast to focusing on external visualizations of deities in front of
one’s self, or as one self, or even internal visualizations of constellations of such
deities as a “body mandala.” These types of perfection phase meditations are
innovative and distinctive in the history of Buddhist tantra in that they introduce
overtly sexual symbolism as the basis for contemplation through reliance on non-
anthropomorphic representations of a subtle body. Correspondingly they mark a
move towards felt tactile sensations (especially sexual bliss and sensations of
warmth) rather than exclusive reliance on our capacity for vision. In this way it
marks a movement towards embodiment and processes internal to our body, with
sexuality involving intensely tactile felt presences in contrast to vision, the coolest
and most metaphorical of our senses. (Germano 1994:221)

Tantric yoga is known for its focus on the inner body, on its vacuous spaces, filled with
diverse winds and drops which melt and flow, producing the experience of great bliss. The
mahasiddha Tilopa gives a very concise account of these processes in his
Saddharmopadesa, as follows:

The network of channels, coarse and subtle, of the yogic body, contains the
winds, which are inhaled, retained and ejected, controlled by means of physical
restraints (yantra). [It consists of] the left, right and central channels (lalana,
rasana, avadhuti) and the four wheels. The Fury Fire (candali) in the navel rises
from a subtle drop, [melting] a flow of ambrosia from the ham [at the crown],
which gives rise to the four joys. There are four fruits similar to there cause, and
they are allxlgmented by six physical restraints. This is the instruction of

Caryapa.'

"9 Kanha, commenting on HV 1.5.14.c,d (“That which arises in the body is called the deity”, dehe
sambhavatity asmad devateti nigadyate, Snellgrove 1959 vol. 2 p. 16), explains in his Yogaratnamala:
“As it arises in the body and since the practice of it should be performed in the body, for that reason it is
called the deity.” dehe eva sambhavati tato dehe tasyabhyasah kartavyah yasmat karanat devateti nigadyate /
(Snellgrove 1959 vol. 2 p. 118.) Kanha here plays upon the similarity between the words deha and deva.

'! / mal *byor lus kyi rtsa yi tshogs // phra rags rlung dang ldan pa ni // dbang du byed thabs ‘khrul ‘khor
gyis // dbyung mgub dgang dang gzhil ba ste // Ia la nd dang ra sa na // a wa dha ti ‘khor lo bzhi // lte bar
tsanda li yi me // phra rab las ‘phel ham las ni // bdud rtsi'i chu rgyun dga’ bzhi’i ‘gros // rgyu mthun la
sogs ‘bras bu bzhi // ‘*khrul ‘khor drug gis rgyas par bya // tsarya pa’i u pa de sha’o / (DT fols. 270a,b; cf.
Mullin 1997, p. 27)
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The Tantric yoga upadesa texts often stress the need to meditate on the vacuity of the body
in order to overcome the coarse sense of physical density which supposedly obstructs the
sense of the body as a dynamic and transmutable entity, transmutable precisely because it is
void. This point is well made by the yogini sisters, Kanakali and Mekhala, who described
voidness in relation to the body as a precursor to the visualization of subtle “structures”
{(nandyavaria) follows in their Nandyavartatrayamukhagama:

Having obtained the instructions of the guru, we, Kanakala and Mekhala, will

explain the instructions on the three structures (nandyavartatraya) in order that

one might understand the meaning of voidness. Visualize one’s body as vacuous,

with three channels that run from the crown to the navel, yellow, white and red,

internally vacuous and naturally luminous.'"?
Taylor describes the body in a way that seems compatible with the manner in which it is
visualized in Tantric yogic practice, as follows:

as a result of its holey-ness or gappiness, the living body cannot be defined in

terms of the binary opposites that structure conceptual reflection. The body is

neither ‘subject nor object’....rather, the body is the mean between extremes — the

‘milieu’ in which opposites like interiority and exteriority, as well as subjectivity

and objectivity, intersect. Never reducible to the differences it simultaneously

joins and separates, the body is forever entre-deux (1987:69)
In Tantric praxis the body the site for the blissful integration of the dualities; an integration
effected by the union of the winds from the left and right channels of the subtle body
(rasana, lalana) into the central channel (avadhuiti). Merleau-Pony argues that the body
cannot properly be understood as a subject or object, as a sensor or the sensible, since it
simultaneously shares the qualities of both of these conceptual extremes:

The sensor and the sensible do not stand in relation to each other as two mutually

external terms, and sensation is not an invasion of the sensor by the sensible. It is

my gaze which subtends colour, and the movement of my hand which subtends

the object’s form, or rather my gaze pairs off with colour, and my hand with

hardness and softness, and in this transaction between the subject of sensation

and the sensible it cannot be held that one acts while the other suffers the action,
or that one confers significance on the other. (1962:214)

' bla ma’i zhal gdams thob byas nas // g.yung drung gsum gyi gdams pa ni // stong nyid don ni rogs.
pa’i phyir // kam ka me kha la bshad bya // rang gi lus ni khong stong la // spyi bor brtsams nas lte ba'i
bar // rtsa gsum ser dang dkar dmar ro // de mams nang ni khong stong ste // g.yas kyi rtsa la kha rtse chad
{/ rang bzhin bsal ba par bya / (DT fol. 34b)
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The body receives increased significance in Tantric Buddhism as the locus of liberation, a
liberation which is characterized as blissful. This bliss arises in the body insofar as the
body mediates the subject and object, integrating the two is a state symbolized as sexual
union. Great Bliss, for example, is said to arise in Tantric practice through the visualization
of the subjective and objective aspects of reality as deity couples in sexual union.
Regarding this Tsongkhapa wrote that

In brief, if you meditate on the perfection stage, you generate the Spirit of

Awakening from the blazing and dripping of the white and red spirits of

awakening. That very thing is that on which the yogin relies, as well as that

which must be served, is the commitment (samaya). The object of the engagement

of that practice is the enjoyment of the six types of objects (sadvisaya) by the six

sense faculties (sadindriya). The‘object of engagement’ is designated vis-a-vis

the sense faculties because ultimately sense faculty and object are inseparable.

These objects, by the process of their arising as the play of great bliss, are enjoyed

and therefore cause the blazing of great bliss. Object and subject are not

perceived as isolated, but rather attain to the occasion of orgasmic experiential

uniformity.'"?
The Tantric attitude regarding the body can probably be summed up by the following
question and answer from the Hevajra Tantra, which asks, *“Without bodily form how
should there be bliss? Of bliss one could not speak. The world is pervaded by bliss, which
pervades and is itself pervaded.”''* Bliss so conceived is a characteristic of all life forms,
suggesting a parallelism with the Buddha-nature (tathagatagarba); the innate potential for

Awakening present in all beings.''®

"' Excerpted from section II1.C.3.b.i.A.2.2.ii.A.3 of my translation below.

' Trans. Snellgrove 1959 vol. 1 p. 92; HV kalpa 2, ch. 2, v. 35: dehabhave kutah saukhyam saukhyam
vaktum na Sakyate / vyapyavyapakaripena sukhena vyapitam jagat //; / lus kyi dngos med gang las bde //
bde ba smra bar mi nus so // khyab dang khyab byed tshul gyis ni // bde bas ‘gro ba khyab pa nyid /
(1959:vol. 2 pp. 48-49). This conception of bliss seems to have parallels in the Trika school of Kasmiri
Saivism. Abhinavagupta, in his magnum opus the Tantraloka, described a “Universal Bliss”
(jagadananda) which is pervasive, and from which lower forms of bliss are only a pale reflection. See
Sharma 1992, p. 441.

'S This association is clearly made in the Hevajra Tantra as follows: “There is no being that is not
enlightened, if it but knows its own true nature. The denizens of hell, the pretas and the animals, gods
and men and titans, even the worms upon the dung heap, are eternally blissful in their true nature, and they
do not know the transitory bliss of the gods and titans.” (Snellgrove 1959: vol. 1 p. 107) HV kalpa 2 ch. 4
vv. 73-74: (73) abuddho nasti sattvaikah sambodhit svasya svasya ca / narakapretatiryaii ca
devasuramanusyakah // (74) amedhyakitakadyan tu nityam sukhinah svabhivatah / na jananti yatah
saukhyam devasyapy asurasya ca /; rang dang rang gis rtog pa las / sangs rgyas ma yin sems can ni // geig
kyang yod pa ma yin no // dmyal ba yi dvags byol song dang // Iha dang lha min mi mams dang // bshang
ba’i srin bu la sogs pa // lha dang lha ma yin gyi yang // bde ba gang phyir mi shes pa // rtag tu rang bzhin
bde ba can / (1959: vol. 2 pp. 70-73).
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For the Unexcelled Yogatantras, then, Awakening is bliss, and since the goal is
taken as the path, bliss is accomplished through bliss. This “path” is understandable by
means of the logic of the larger Mahayana tradition of which it is a part, and it has been

repeatedly justified by recourse to the this quite extensive scholarly tradition.

2.3.2 Transgression and Self-Mastery

1. Interpretation and Ambiguity

The path between attachment and aversion is a narrow one, and dangerous too,
according to the tradition itself. There is the spiritual danger that in practicing Tantric
meditations one might maintain one’s attachment and aversions, and even possibly attempt
to justify them through the use of the antinomian rhetoric found in some Tantric literature.
The danger of falling into attachment cloaked by the persona of a yogin, is, supposedly,
quite acute.

However, there is a more fearsome force to contend with when traversing the
twisted path of Tantric exegesis, and that is the intense fascination with the apparent
transgressions of the Tantras, and the misrepresentations that have arose from shallow
interpretations of these aspects. Urban has critiqued the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century scholarship on Tantrism, writing that the “Orient” in Orientalist scholarship

was progressively constructed as the quintessential ‘Other’ of the West.
Conceived as an essentially passionate, irrational, effeminate world, a land of
‘disorderly imagination’, India was set in opposition to the progressive, rational,
masculine and scientific world of modemn Europe. And ‘Tantrism”, it would
seem, was quickly singled out as the darkest, most irrational core of the Indian
mind — as the extreme orient, the most Other. For if Orientalist scholars had
identified the Golden Age of India with the Vedas or Upanisads, they also
identified its darkest, more perverse age with the tantras — ‘superstition of the
worst and most silly kind’, as Sir Monier Williams put it. (Urban 1999:124)

There is no doubt that Tantric texts contain an intriguing array of transgressive elements,

mainly relating to the two perennial favorites: sex and violence. The import of these
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elements, however, is far from clear. Generally speaking, those scholars who have
oppugned Tantrism as being degenerate or opprobrious have done so on the basis of the
sexual and violent imagery contained in the texts. Few of them actually explored the
complex hermeneutic employed by the Tantric traditions, and based their criticism upon a
literal interpretation of the texts; and even fewer actually investigated Tantric practice in its
social context. A notable exception here among the past generations of scholars is Ernest
Payne, who, in his (1933) book on the Sakta tradition, re-evaluated the idea that the
“Tantrics™ were and are thoroughly morally corrupt by taking into consideration a larger
range of data:

Apart from the ceremonial taught, many of the general principles laid down

breathe a liberal and intelligent spirit. That caste distinctions are so minimized

may, as Glasenapp has suggested, point to the strong influence of non-Aryan

ideas. Women are honoured, and can act as teachers. The burning of widows is

forbidden, and girl widows are allowed to remarry. The murder of a woman is

regarded as a particularly heinous crime. Prostitution is denounced. There is

considerable truth in the remark which Eliot makes in Hinduism and Buddhism:

“Whereas Christianity is sometimes accused of restricting its higher code to

church and Sundays, the opposite may be said of Tantrism. Outside the temple its

morality is excellent.''®
The actual behavior of typical Tantric practitioners, be they Indian or Tibetan, in fact shows
no sign of being morally corrupted by the trangressive elements in their scriptures, as
anyone who has spent time among them knows. This is not to say that there are no
exceptional individuals who use the transgressive rhetoric as a justification for immoral
behavior. However, the texts which contain these elements are difficult and obscure and
typically not widely disseminated. Those who do study them tend, in the traditional
context, to be people dedicated to a disciplined spiritual lifestyle; if anything the influence of

Western popular culture, which is both more sexual and violent and much more widely

"' Payne 1933, p. 59. Since structure implies and engenders its negation, it is not necessary to invoke the
“non-Aryan”, whomever they might have been, to account for resistance to the powerful hegemonic
taxonomy which underlies the caste system. That such influences, whatever they might have been, may
have been operative is of course possible, but it does not seem profitable to invoke this distinction here,
given the extremely problematic nature of the “Aryan” vs. “non-Aryan” distinction, not to mention the fact
that our knowledge of the period is too slight to take such a distinction far beyond the realm of pure
conjecture. Payne here refers to Glasenapp’s arguments in his (1926) book Brahma und Buddha. He also
cites Sir Charles Eliot’s (1921) book Hinduism and Buddhism (vol. 2 p. 285).
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disseminated, has had the greater morally corrosive effect. This suggests that the literal
interpretation of these elements is inadequate,''” and that a more sophisticated hermeneutic
is therefore necessary to understand the relation between text and practice in Tantric
traditions.''® Payne seems to have had a glimmer of understanding here, but unfortunately
he seems to have misunderstood the Tantric hermeneutic as a simple justification for
antinomian behavior. This misunderstanding led him, in the end, to reject the tradition
toward which he had otherwise shown a sensitivity uncommon amongst scholars of his
era.'"’

Tantric Buddhist texts are not unique in containing radical but ambiguous passages.
Many Mahayana sutras contained statements equating the passions with liberation, which is
simply a strain of the same nondualistic thought as discussed above. A typical example is a
statement made by the Goddess in chapter seven of the Vimalakirtinirdesa Sitra.
“Liberation is freedom from desire, hatred, and folly ~ that is the teaching for the
excessively proud. But those free of pride are taught that the very nature of desire, hatred,
and folly is itself liberation.” (Thurman 1976:60) Such passages express the concept of
“original Awakening” (& 8, hongaku), in that they posit that the factors which appear to
bind one to cyclical existence (samsara) are, if approached properly, not different than
liberation therefrom. This doctrine was well known and somewhat infamous, for it was

considered by some a justification for the transgression of morality. However, it does not

appear that such equations typically led Buddhists to engage in antinomian behavior, as

""" One might argue that the fascination of of Western scholars with the transgressive aspects of Tantric
texts is an indication of larger trends at work with in their own cultures; Urban has argued that “this
fascination with the licentious practices of Tantrism was part of the broader discourse about sexuality in
nineteenth-century England.” (1999:124) Once again, Orientalist discourse may be more informative about
its authors than its purported objects.

"'® The topic of Tantric hermeneutics has received extensive treatment in scholarly literature. See Thurman
1988, Steinkellner 1978, and the articles written by Broido.

''* Payne concluded that “The Tantras not merely sanction the lowest rites of primitive savagery and
superstition, they are guilty of the crime of seeking philosophical justification for such things.” (1933:60).
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Faure noted.'* Perhaps this is because, as Stone argues, that a statement such as the above
is about

the nondual nature of reality and is experientially meaningful only in the case of

someone who has realized that nonduality; it is not an endorsement of

misconduct. However, in warning that it be kept secret and given only to

advanced practitioners, the compilers of these texts seem to have realized that ‘evil

karma is precisely liberation’ and similar ideas related to original enlightenment

thought were open to abuse. (1999:221)
The need for such secrecy is implied in the exampie abouve, where we are toid that “the
excessively proud” were taught the dualistic view, as if the nondual doctrine was
inappropriate for such beings; this is indeed the claim made in a number of Buddhist texts,
that the misinterpretation of this doctrine can have grave soteriological consequences.'?!

Tantric texts often make use of the same rhetoric of nonduality and original

Awakening, and often taking them more radical directions. As a result, the literal
interpretation of Tantric texts is plagued with pitfalls, one of the largest being the
interpretation of the “transgressive” passages in the texts, those referring to violence and
sexuality, which are symbolically interpreted within the tradition itself. Broido has shown
that seemingly straightforward statements in the Tantras such as “kill living beings” are
understood in the tradition as being examples of intentional language (dgongs bshad),
metaphorical statements which are not to be taken literally. (1983a:22) In the
commentatorial tradition of the Unexcelled Yogatantras this and other similar passages are
understood as symbolic codes referring to inner yogic processes.'** These interpretations

are justified by the claim that they represent the intention of the purported author of the text.

And while the scholar might criticize this claim, ultimately the intention of the author is

120 See Faure 1991 p. 61.

! Such misinterpretation can have not only serious soteriological consequences, but serious cosmological
consequences as well. The Padma Thang-yig, a Tibetan biography of the mahisiddha Padmasambhava,
attributes the origination of the 2vil god Rudra to precisely this sort of misinterpretation. See Kapstein
1992 for a translation and discussion of the relevant passage in that text. For an alternate (and somewhat
inaccurate) translation of the same see Toussaint 1978, vol. 1 pp. 26 f. This passage is also discussed by
Paul in his 1982 book.

12 See Broido 1988 for specific examples of this sort of commentary.
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beyond our ken. The reception of the texts by individuals within the Buddhist tradition,
however, is open to investigation, and here the interpretations of the commentatorial
traditions is extremely influential, and should not be lightly dismissed.

One is hindered here by the fact that traditionally the Tantras and their commentaries
were considered secret precisely due to such enigmatic statements, which are thought to
have been intended for sharper students, i.e., for those intelligent enough to understand
them or use them as a koan of sorts, as the basis for realization.'”® Secrecy is thus needed
to protect those who are not so intelligent, who are prone to literal interpretation and thus
will tend miss the opportunity for poetic gnosis. The tradition here is perhaps more
vulnerable to the criticism that it is elitist rather than that it immoral.

Many of the transgressive passages hedge somewhat, however, perhaps for the
sake of those of “duller” wit. Take for example the following passage from the
Sarvatathagatakayavakcittaguhyalamkaravyiha:

Listen to the holy commitments. One’s mother, sisters and likewise daughters
should always be served with a mind devoid of the moon and the sun. You
should kill all sentient beings, and always protect the practice of the observances
(vratacarya). Steal the wealth of the greedy, and give it to miserable people.
Even though you act thus, make offerings to the Three Jewels, and revere the
guru. Do not speak false words, and do not drink alcohol, except at the time of
the commitment (samaya), for the sake of the blessed commitments, and because
it produces bliss. And, in order to delight the master and benefit the Three
Jewels, always speak false words, and lie with other men’s women. One who
has thus applied himself to the commitments should exert himself in everything

else for the sakg of beings. The intelligent should not proclaim secret
commitments.'**

' See Thurman 1988 pp. 138-39.

**/ dam tshig dam pa nyan du gzhug // ma dang sring mo nyid dang yang // de bzhin bu mo dag kyang ni
/I som nyi mam par bral sems kyis // khyod kyis rtag tu bsten par bya // sems can thams cad gsad bya
zhing // brtul zhugs spyod pa bskyangs bar bya // ‘jungs pa mams kyi nor phrogs te // skye bo sdug bsngal
can la sbyin // rdo rje mal *byor mi sbyor bas // yang na bdag nyid kyis kyang spyad // dkon mchog gsum
la mchod bya zhing // bla ma la ni gus par bya // brdzun gyi tshig kyang smra mi bya // chang ni btung
bar mi bya’o // dam tshig dus ni ma gtogs shing // byin gyis brlabs pa’i dam tshig dang // gzhan yang bde
bar bya phyir dang // slob dpon mnyes par bya don dang // dkon mchog gsum la phan pa’i phyir // rdzun
gyi tshig ni rtag tu smros // gzhan gyi bud med bgrod par bya // dam tshig du sbyor Idan pas // gzhan pa
yang ni thams cad kyang // sems can don la brtson bas bya // gsang ba’i dam tshig ‘di dag ni // blo gros
Idan pas bsgrag mi bya / (DK fol. 108b).
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Such a passage might seem exciting at first glance, but with further examination it becomes
apparent that the text significantly restricts the performance of these activities. Lying and
adultery, for example, appear to be acceptable so long as they “delight the master and
benefit the three jewels”, but it is difficult to imagine scenarios in which these conditions
would be fulfilled; the function of transgressive rhetoric might here be to highlight the need
for being totally dedicated to one’s guru, his teaching and his community of followers: i.e..
you should be prepared to do anything for his sake.'*® The final proviso, that one should
engage in the commitments for the sake of beings, also would severely hinder the
conscientious would-be libertine. To miss this point is, from the Buddhist perspective, to
miss the point the point entirely.'?®
Before taking this literally, hcwever, it should be noted that these types of passages

seem to be a common trope of Tantric literature, a “rhetoric of transgression” which
dissolves under close analysis. Faure describes this sort of language as clichéd;

the saint in a brothel is a commonplace theme in Mahayana literature. The mythic

layman Vimalakirti, remember, visited lupanars and taverns. There is no need to

raise a fuss about these apparent transgressions, for, despite all of its discourses on

the identity of passions and awakening, the Vimalakirti-nirdesa remains strangely

virginal regarding the behavior of its hero in the alcove. (1998:108)
Tantric literature may be somewhat less virginal, but the repetition of transgressive clichés
might make one pause to consider their purpose in the text.

The prescription of immoral activities with the instruction that they should be

performed out of compassion suggests that compassion is the main import of the passage,
and the transgressive rhetoric functions as hyperbole, placing greater emphasis on the

compassion itself. Or, the hyperbole may be for the sake of glorifying the teaching itself,

which seems to be the case with the Prajiiaparamitanaya Sitra, which states, for example:

'3 As will be shown in the next chapter, Tantric traditions are ideologically oriented toward the
aggrandizement of the guru.

16 To miss this point, i.e., the centrality of compassion, in the exegesis of Buddhist Tantras is likewise
undesirable and leads to a warped presentation of the traditions; see Thurman 1988 p. 147, n. 22.
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Vajrapani, were there a person who listened to this method, received it, upheld it,

studied and recited it, even if he killed all the sentient beings of the three worlds,

he would not fall into an evil destiny since his passions are subdued. He would

instead quickly attain unexcelled complete, perfect Awakening.'?’
One can hardly claim that the slaughter of all living beings is being commended here;
rather, the text uses shocking rhetoric to commend itself, which merely takes a trend in
Mahayana satra literature to an extreme. Perhaps as a result of this fact, texts such as this
were often treated with care. Abé points out that

Kukai viewed this as an advanced sitra that could only be studied in conjunction

with a trained teacher’s personal instruction. In an 817 letter to the priest Enzo of

Todai-ji, who asked Kikai about difficult passages in this sitra, Kikai points out

that the sutra often resorts to radical subjects like killing and sexual desire to

express the unconventionality of prajiaparamita, and warns Enz6 that these are

esoteric metaphors that must not be interpreted literally. Kakai emphasizes that

the sitra’s profound meaning can only be grasped through the practice of

meditation, an “esoteric meditation that cannot be discussed on paper, that must be

transmitted face to face from master to disciple”. (1995:125)
This sort of rhetoric does, however, point to a more general characteristic of Buddhist
ethics. For Buddhists, there is no absolute right or wrong actions; whether an action is
correct or not depends on the intention and skill of the actor; even murder is conceivably
appropriate if performed with a purely compassionate motivation. Other sources suggest
that if one has a correct understanding of reality, one is liberated regardless of one’s
actions.'?®

In the case of sex, its practice is prohibited only to the monastic community, and not

to the laity, for whom the sexual practices described in the texts would constitute no

offense. Generally speaking, Buddhist societies tend to be tolerant of worldly conventions

YT 23 RAREMMTEAR=BEL o (Prajiaparamitanayasatapaiicasatika, Amoghavajra’s
translation): ZMIF HEEMEEE ZRAR L RER AN FTHER AR
KEEFEFER - (p.784.3)

'** For example, we learn in chapter 29 of the Vajradaka Tantra that “If one cognizes voidness with an
intuitive mind, one’s mind will be rapidly liberated. Examine the objects of knowledge with knowledge,
and examine the mental factors and living beings. It is said that were one to kill both parents, waylay pure
brahmins and conquer the king and his kingdom, such a person would purified provided that his intuition
were joined to all of reality.” / ye shes la sogs sems kyis ni // gang zhig stong nyid shes byes na // sems ni
myur du thar par ‘gyur // ye shes kyis shes bya brtag / shes byas ‘gro ba brtag par bya // pha dang ma ni
bsad byas shing // bram ze gtsang ma gnyis bzung nas // rgyal po yul ‘khor bcas bcom na // mi de dag par
‘gyur zhes bya // ye shes rang bzhin kun dang sbyor / (VD, DK fol. 67a; PTT p. 121.2,3).



including sexuality, provided that they do not break Buddhist rules of morality, which
generally mean that they cause no harm to other beings. This observation applies even to
relatively conservation traditions such as the Theravada of Sri Lanka. For example,
Gombrich and Obesekeyere comment:
Buddhism is an ethic of intention that sees as it highest goal of life a dispassionate
lucidity. Even at its least sophisticated level the Sinhala Buddhist tradition has
been informed by these values. It harmonizes with the ethic of intention that the
only formulation of what is binding on all Buddhists, the “five precepts”, is
presented not as commandments but as undertakings that function as ethical
guidelines. Within these guidelines it has been possible to incorporate diverse
moral codes and cultural norms indigenous to the societies that have accepted
Buddhism...[For example,] the third precept enjoins abstention from illicit sexual
behavior, but Buddhism nowhere attempts to define the right kind of marriage for
laymen, and Buddhist societies have permitted monogamy, polyandry, and
polygamy.'*®
Even for the monks and nuns it is the intention rather than the physical act that counts in
ascertaining whether or not an action violated the monastic code.'*® For “in all cases of
sexual misconduct, at issue is not just control of genital organs but, more importantly,
control over a higher organ, the mind. The source of the passions that Buddhists combat is
not the penis per se but rather the mind.”"*!

There has been a tendency to regard violent or erotic passages as symbolic, which is
in effect a denial of that they were in effect practiced. This in fact points to a complex
problem of hermeneutics which is beyond the scope of this work; fortunately, however,
there has been considerable effort applied to this subject.'*? As it turns out, the question as

to whether the Tantras are to be interpreted either literally or symbolically is rather

129 1988:28,9. For more on polyandry in Sri Lanka see Tambiah 1966, and in Tibet see Aziz 1978 and
Levine 1988. Fiirer-Haimendorf has noted that Buddhist societies have tended to have a “tolerant attitude
to sexual laxity. Polyandry does not seem compatible with a puritan outlook on sex, and in all
polyandrous so far studied it has been found that sexual relations are not held to be of great moral
relevance. Such an attitude seems more germane to Buddhist than to Hindu society, and the coincidence of
polyandry with Buddhism in the Tibetan sphere and in Ceylon is perhaps not entirely fortuitous.” (1966:8)

% See Fiser 1993 pp. 59-60, as well as Homer 1938 pp. 192-245 for a translation of the Suttavibharga
passage dealing with sexual transgressions.

! Faure 1998 p. 86. Faure attributed this quote to Fiser’s article, but I was unable to find it therein.

12 See Steinkellner 1978, Thurman 1988 and the numerous articles by Broido.
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simplistic and does not do justice to the materials. Regarding the apologetic argument that
the transgressive passages in the Tantras are to be understood as “‘symbolic”, Orzech has
commented that

Many scholars of Buddhism regard the pursuit of enlightenment as somehow

necessarily detached from the various “applications” of Vajrayana ritual to

everyday life. Both pursuits are termed siddhi, but these mundane “applications”

are clearly denigrated as being secondary to the pursuit of enlightenment. Such an

interpretation does violence to the basic principles of Vajrayana and betrays a

modern, Western bias against anything in religion that seems remotely magical,

too worldly or political. We might term this a transcendentalist or essentialist

bias, and it often manifests in the interpretations of objectionable or worldly

elements in the Vajrayana as purely symbolic. (1989:97)
The materialistic, literalistic interpretation is clearly inadequate, but so too is the
“transcendental”, purely symbolic interpretation. Both are inadequate because they are
based upon a dualistic premise, a premise that is heartily attacked and undermined by the
nondualism of the Buddhist Tantras, which critiques the escapist desire to flee from the
world as much as it critiques the uncritical attachment to the world. For the Tantric
Buddhist adept, neither aim is tenable, and liberation is achievable only in the context of
existence in the world, and by means of the very worldly passions that are themselves the
source of bondage.

The idea that there is only one correct interpretation of such textual passages is

foreign to the Indian context in which they were written. As Broido has shown, Indian
Tantric commentaries employed different methods of interpretation yielding different

133

results.’””" Any interpretation that privileges one of the many significations of a word

would seem simplistic in the Buddhist context, as the Buddhists have long stressed the
polysemous nature of language, and have argued against the essentialist position.
Nagarjuna argued this in his Vaidalya-nama-prakarana, as follows:
Furthermore, it is evident that scholars of the world apply a signifier to many
significands; they apply to many things the word go, and likewise the word hari.
The various things to which the word go is applied include the following: speech,

a quarter of the compass, the earth, a light ray, a diamond, cattle, the eye, water,
heaven. Scholars thus limit the word go to nine meanings. Likewise, scholars

133 See Broido 1988, esp. p. 100.



understand the word hari [to refer to] Visnu, the lion, serpent, frog, the sun,
moon, light, the monkey, tawny color, the parrot, Indra and nagas."*

The difficulty in interpreting Tantric texts is that they use evocative language, which opens
up not one or two but often numerous possible interpretations. This often “radical use of
language” appears to have been a deliberate strategy; Thurman has shown that the Tantras
do not even take “clarity” as their goal, but rather tend toward an obscurity. He noted that
while the usual Buddhist hermeneutic seeks to travel from darkness into light,
cultivating clarity above all, there is a Buddhist hermeneutic that comprehends
also the movement back from light into darkness. And so this hermeneutic of
compassion, this vajra hermeneutic, encompasses the uses of obscurity in the art
of liberating beings. (1988:144)
This use of language is similar to the poetic use of language described by Riffaterre,
wherein words are used ambigiously, lacking set meanings; he coined the term “hypogram”
to refer to the range of possible significations which surrounds such words."** It is
perhaps not a coincidence that the poetic, ambiguous use of language in the Tantras has
been missed and misinterpreted by a number of scholars; it has been noted, however, by the
poet Octavio Paz, who may have been right when he wrote:
I do not mean to say that the allegorical language of the Tantras consists only in

attributing sexual meanings to words that designate spiritual concepts. The
language of the Tantras is a poetic language and its meanings are always multiple.

3 / gzhan yang ‘jig rten pa’i mkhas pa dag kyang rjod par byed pa dang brjod par bya ba du ma la sbyor
ba mthong ba'i phyir ro // ‘jig rten pa'i mkhas pa dag ni go sgra du ma la sbyor bar byed de / hari'i sgra
yang de bzhin no // go sgra mam pa du ma la ‘jug pa ni ‘di lta ste // ngag phyogs dang ni sa gzhi dang //
‘od zer rdo rje phyugs dang mig / chu dang mtho ris don dgu la // mkhas pas go sgra nges gzung bya // ji
Itar khyab ‘jug seng ge glang po sbal // nyi zla ‘od dang spre’u dang // ser skya ne tsho dbang po glu //
mkhas pas harir shes par bya / (DT fols. 106b-107a)

¥ Riffaterre wrote that “Significance, and let me insist on this, now appears to be more than or something
other than the total meaning deducible from a comparision between variants of the given. That would only
bring us back to the given, and it would be a reductionist procedure. Significance is, rather, the reader’s
praxis of transformation, a realization that is akin to playing out the liturgy of a ritual — the experience of a
circuitous sequence, a way of speaking that keeps revolving around a key word or matrix reduced to a
marker (the negative orientation whose semiotic index is the frustration implied by vox clamans in
deserto). Itis a hierarchy of representations imposed upon the reader, despite his personal preferences, by
the greater or lesser expansion of the matrix’s components, an orientation imposed upon the reader despite
his linguistic habits, a bouncing from reference to reference that keeps on pushing the meaning over to a
text not present in the linearity, to a paragram or hypogram — a dead landscape that refers to a live
character, a desert traveled through that represents the traveler rather than itself, the significance is shaped
like a doughnut, the hole being either the matrix of the hypogram or the hypogram as matrix. The effect of
this disappearing act is that the reader feels he is in the presence of true originality, or of what he believes
to be a feature of the poetic language, a typical case of obscurity. This is when he starts rationalizing, )
finds himself unable to bridge the semantic gap inside the text’s linearity, and so tries to bridge it outside
of the text by completing the verbal sequence.” (1978:12-13)
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It also has a quality that I would call reversibility: each word can be converted into

its contrary and later, or simultaneously, turn into itself again. The basic premise

of Tantrism is the abolition of contraries~without suppressing them. This

postulate brings on another: the mobility of the meanings, the continuous shifting

of the signs and their meanings. Flesh is mental concentration; the vulva is a lotus

that is emptiness that is wisdom; semen and illumination are one and the same

thing; copulation is, as Mircea Eliade emphasizes, samarasa, the identité de

Jouissance, a fusion of subject and object, a return to the One. (1982:64,5)
However we might want to interpret these poetic uses of language, Eastman seems to be
correct in surmising that they are an aspect of the methodoiogy of the Tantric traditions, and
our failure to appreciate this is fact is nothing more than a failure to understand them.
Eastman wrote that

the eroticism and attendant features of Vajrayana Buddhist literature that

many scholars....have found morally objectionable are not the property of

a literature confined to late medieval India, nor the products of a long

period of ‘degeneration’; but the radical use of language, indebted to the

canons of poetics and theatrics to a yet undetermined extent, seems to be

an essential and defining feature of Vajrayana literature as such and the

property of its earliest redactions. (1981:31)
Tantric language is radical in attempting to subvert the essentialist understanding of
language. When it comes to interpretation, the Tantric author, like the poet, would insist
that no interpretation is final, due to the multiplicity of meanings inherent in language which
is intrinsically unstable. Tantric discourse is not unique in this regard, but only radical: it
actively seeks to dispel the illusion of permanence adheres to ‘normal’ hegemonic
discourse. Its purpose here, as Thurman has pointed out, is compassionate; for the Tantric
adept all things are theoretically at least conducive to liberation, so it is natural that they
would use language as a liberative technique, by emphasizing the poetic, symbolic, de-
reifying aspects of language. The radical use of language is also behind the critique of
hegemonic ideology of caste found in the Tantras, but it should be noted this critique is
only one aspect of the radicalness of the Tantric traditions, and probably not the most

136

important one, either.”*® This tendency was observed by Bharati, who argued that the

"% The Tantric discourse concerning caste will be discussed in chapter three.
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intentional, systemic ambiguity in the Tantras was a means of countering rigid
orthodoxies.'*’

Recognizing that Tantric texts contain, and rhetorically exploit, the multiple layers of
signification of words is merely the first step in interpretation. Given the large use of such
rhetoric in Tantric texts, the literal approach is untenable, for one might ask why an author
insists on taking. say. sexual language literally, when he as a matter of course interprets less
transgressive passages metaphorically. One suspects that in such cases she takes this
approach because the literal interpretation accords well with the myth of Tantra as a
degenerate religion in a degenerate India. A similar point was made by Jung regarding the
interpretation of dreams:

the sexual language of dreams is not always to be interpreted in a concretistic
way....it is, in fact, an archaic language which naturally uses all of the analogies
readiest to hand without their necessarily coinciding with a real sexual content. It
is therefore unjustifiable to take the sexual language of dreams literally under all
circumstances, while the other contexts are explained as symbolical. But as soon
as you take the sexual metaphors as symbols for something unknown, your
conception of the nature of dreams at once deepens.'*®
The interpretation of the Tantras requires a sophisticated hermeneutic, one which does not
fall into the either/or dichotomy of literal versus symbolic modes of interpretation, and
which respects if not employs the sophisticated hermeneutic devised by Tantric exegetes.

That this is the case is suggested by the various interpretations that have been
proposed for an evocative passage in Anangavajra’s Prajfiopayaviniscayasiddhi, which
occurs as follows:

Those who desire liberation should in every way serve Prajfidparamita, who is
ultimately pure and yet manifests in the feminine form. She abides everywhere
taking on the form of an alluring woman (lalana), and is commended by the
Adamantine Lord as one who arises for the sake of others’ aims. Success will
come easily for the adept who, through union with reality (tattvayoga), loves the

consort (mudra) who appears in clans such as those of the brahmin, etc., or is
born as an outcast, or is an undisciplined wife of another, or one maimed or

'3 See Bharati 1961, p. 270.

U8 This is from Jung’s 1948 essay, “Uber die Energetik und das Wesen der Triume”, translated in Jung
1974, pp. 49-50.



crippled, or likewise [one’s] mother or mother-in-law, one’s own daughter or
: 1
sister.

Bhattacharyya interprets this passage literally, and takes it as an occasion to engage in a
diatribe concerning the alleged degeneracy of the Tantras, writing that “Vajrayanists went
beyond due limits in their spite against the strict rules of morality, and they violated all of
them and plunged headlong into the worst immortality and sin.” (1925:32) This
interpretation is problematic in that it takes a highly ambiguous textual passage as proof that
Tantric practitioners engaged in transgressive practices such as incest.

Bagchi rightly takes issue with this interpretation, but his own, which swings to the
opposite extreme of symbolic interpretation, which seems an equally limited if less
egregious interpretation. Bagchi insists that the term mudra refers to hand gestures, even
though in this context Bhattacharyya’s assumption that it refers to a ‘woman’ actually
seems more appropriate. Bagchi justifies his interpretations by claiming that the verse
refers to an inner yogic process. He rightly points out that laland, translated above as
“alluring women”, also refers to one of the three main channels of the subtle physiology.'*°

Bagchi’s attempt to refute Bhattacharrya’s simplistic interpretation is admirable.
However, there is no basis in the text to take one interpretation over another, so we are
forced to concede that this passage exhibits an irresolvable polysemy which, like a poem,
makes it ultimately untranslatable. His interpretation of mudra as a hand gesture is not
incorrect, but he is probably wrong in asserting that mudra does not refer to a woman here:

it is probably its primary sense in the case of this passage. In Tantric texts the term mudra

"% Ch. 5. vv. 22-25: prajfiaparamita sevya sarvatha muktikanksibhih / paramirthe sthitd §uddha samvrtya
tanudhdrini // lalanaripam asthaya sarvatraiva vyavasthita / ato ‘rtham vajranathena prokta
bahyarthasambhava // brihmanadikulotpannim mudram vai antyajodbhavam / duhsilam parabhiryam ca
vikrtam vikalim tatha // janayitrim svasiram ca svaputrim bhagineyikam / kimayan tattvayogena laghu
sidhyeta sadhakah // (Samdhong and Dwivedi 1988:93); / thams cad du ni thar ‘dod pas // shes rab pha rol
phyin bsten bya // dam pa'i don du gang gnas pa // kun rdzob dag pa'i lus bzung nas // bud med mdzes
pa’i gzugs kyis ni // thams cad du ni kun tu gnas // de bas phyi rol don las byung // rdo rje mkhan pos
don de gsungs // bram ze'i rigs sogs las ‘byung dang // mtha’ yas skyes dang phyag rgya dang // gzhan gyi
chung ma tshul nyams dang // dman dang cha lugs mi sdug dang // skye ma dang ni sgyug mo dang //
rang gi bu mo sring mo dang // de nyid sbyor bas ‘dod spyod na // sgrub po myur du ‘grub par ‘gyur /
(1988:137)

140 See Bagchi 1939, pp. 35 ff.
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possesses a broad range of potential significations.””’ The hypogram centered around the

word mudra is clearly presented'*? in the ninth chapter of the Mahamudratilaka, which is
translated here as follows:

Now I will explain the signification of mudra. The earring (kundala), the choker
(kanthika), the wheel (cakra), necklace (rucaka), ash (bhasma) and sacred cord
(brahmasutra) are the six insignia (mudra),'** which are the Six Transcendences
(paramita) of generosity (dana), discipline (sila), tolerance (ksanti), effort
(virya), meditation (dhydna) and wisdom (prajria). Generosity is the
dharmamudra, discipline karmamudra, tolerance samayamudra, effort samadhi,
meditation jiidnamudra, and wisdom the mahamudra. This should be known as
the ultimate [meaning)."**

One should purify the six sense media (@yatana).’* They are well known to be
the six consorts (mudra), which should be known as the six clans respectively.
The six consorts are in essence goddesses, [their seed syllables being] yam, ram,
lam, vam, am and ham. Worship her through the process of the goddesses, her
worship being the process of experiential uniformity (samarasa), [effected] by
means of the processes of control, enjoyment and dissolution. [The six
goddesses] are Candalini, Rajaki, Dombi, Narti, Kapalini and Brahmani.
Candalini is of the Lotus clan, Rajaki is of the Jewel clan, Dombi is of the Vajra
clan, Narti is of the Flaying Knife (kartri) clan , Kapalini is of the Wheel clan;
these are the five consorts, and Brahmani is the wisdom consort (jianamudra),
and she is of the Vajrasattva clan. Brahmani is one’s mother, Kapalini is one’s
sister, Narti is one’s daughter, Dombi is one’s wife, Rajaki is one’s daughter-in-
law, and Candalini is one’s mother-in-law. They should be worshipped without
discursive thought, through the procedure of wisdom and art. Through non-
discursive thought success is attained in an instant. “Mother” is shown to be
mind, and “sister” speech. “Daughter” is body, and “wife” the life-force.
“Daughter-in-law” is exertion, and “mother-in-law” equality. The channel of
power is the “mother”, and it is the precious receptacle of the Buddhas. The
“sister” is the channel of semen which is in the supreme place. The “daughter” is
the channel of blood, which is below the channel of semen. The “wife” is the
channel of urine which exists between those two. The “daughter-in-law” is the
channel of saliva which exists in the throat, while the “mother-in-law” is the
channel of nasal mucous which exists in the forehead. Mother is known to be
earth, sister as water, daughter as fire, wife as wind, daughter-in-law as space,
and mother-in-law as non-space. Mother is sweet, sister is sour, daughter is
bitter, wife is salty, daughter-in-law is spicy, and mother-in-law is astringent.

"I These and many other significations are discussed by Gonda in a very interesting (1972) article on the
polysemy of the term mudra.

"2 This passage is somewhat unusual in trying to force the mudras, which are usually taken as fivefold,
into a six-fold pattern in order to correspond them to the six goddesses of this Tantra.

'3 Concerning the meaning of mudra as sectarian insignia see section 6.2.2 below.

' The Six Transcendences are together thought to constitute the path of practice to be mastered by an
aspiring bodhisartva.

14 The six @yatana consist of the sense faculty, object and consciousness for each of the six senses.



One should worship them with effort, and one will rapidly attain success. I have
explained the clans of the mudras which are difficult to find in the Yogatantras.'*¢

In short, mudra possesses a wide range of meanings in the Tantric context, extending far
beyond the alternatives proposed by Bhattacharrya and Bagchi. It is possible that
Anangavajra’s text refers to an outer sexual-yogic practice, but the passage does not
provide enough detail to be anything more than merely suggestive."*’ It might also (or
instead) refer to an inner yogic process. It is difficult to ascertain the exact meaning here
because the inner yogic processes are often described with sexual imagery.

Passages such as Anangavajra’s above occupy a broad semantic range, probably
deliberately so. The simultaneous cross-indexing to the inner and outer spheres might

facilitate the mapping of correspondence of the microcosm and macrocosm, oneself and the

"¢ Ch. 9: / de nas gshan yang bshad bya ba // phyag rgya’i brda ni rab yin te // ma cha gdu bu ‘khor lo
dang // mgul do de bzhin thal ba dang // shangs pa’i skud pa phyag rgya drug / pha rol phyin drug dran
pa’o // sbyin pa tshul khrims bzod brtson ‘grus // bsam gtan shes rab drug yin no // sbyin pa chos zhes
bstan pa ste // tshul khrims las zhes dran pa’o // bzod pa dam tshig ces su dran // brtson ‘grus ting ‘dzin
shes par bya // bsam gtan ye shes zhes byar dran / shes rab ces bya phyag rgya che // don dam par ni shes
par bya // skyes mched drug ni dag par bya // phyag rgya drug tu rab tw grags / rigs drug rim par shes par
bya // lha mo’i bdag nyid phyag rgya / yam ram lam vam am ham ste // tha mo yi ni rim pas so // de ru
mchod pa rab tu bya // mchod pa ro mnyam rim pa’o // thim dang longs spyod dbang gis ni // gnas kun
gyi ni de bzhin no // gtum mo btso blag dombi dang // gar mkhan thod pa bram ze mo // gtum padma'’i
rigs yin te // btso blag rin chen rigs su dran // dombi rdo rje’i rigs zhes bya // gar mkhan ral gri'i rigs su
dran // thod pa can ni ‘khor lo’i rigs // de Inga dag pa phyag rgya’o // ye shes phyag rgya bram ze mo //
rdo rje sems dpa’i rigs su dran // bran ze mo ni ma yin te // thod pa ma ni sring mor dran // gar mkhan bu
mor shes par bya // dombi chung mar rab tu grags // btso blag mkhan ni mna’ ma yin // gtum mo sgyug
mor dran pa’o // shes rab thabs kyi cho ga yis / rtog pa med pas mchod par bya // mam rtog med pas
dngos grub ‘grub // ji ltar bsnyen pa skad cig gis // ma ni sems zhes bstan pa ste // gsung ni ‘di ru sring
mor dran // bu mo skur rnam par grags // chung ma srog ces bya bar dran // mna’ ma rtsol bar dran pa ste //
sgyug mo mnyam par dran pa’o // ma ni mthu yi rtsa yin te // sangs rgyas rin po che yi snod // sring mo
khu ba’i rtsa yin te // mchog ma'i gnas na yod pa’o // bu mo khrag gi rtsa yin te // khu ba’i rtsa yi ‘og na
yod // chung ma dri chu’i rtsa yin te // gnyis gyi bar na yod pa’o // mna’ ma mchi ma’i rtsa yin te // mgrin
pa’i gnas na yod pa’o // sgyug mo snabs kyi rtsa yin te // dpral ba'i gnas na yod pa’o // ma ni sa ru shes
par bya // sring mo chu ru dran pa’o // bu mo me ni yin par dran // chung ma rlung du rab tu grags / mna’
ma de ni nam mkha’ ste // sgyug mo nam mkha’ ma yin no / ma ni mngar ba yin pa ‘gyur // sring mo de
ni skyur bar dran // bu mo kha bar shes bya ste // chung ma lan tshvar ‘di ru dran // tsha ba de ni mna’ ma
ste // sgyug mo bska bar dran pa’o / de mams ‘bad pas mchod par bya // myur du dngos grub thob par
‘gyur // mal *byor las myed dka’ ba // phyag rgya’i rigs su bdag gis bshad // dpal phyag rgya chen po'i
thig le las phyag rgya’i brda dang mchod pa’i cho ga zhes bya ba’i le’u ste dgu pa’o 7 (DK fols. 72b-73a)

"7 1t could refer, for example, to the second and third initiations of the anuttarayogatantras, which in its
classical form required that the candidate approached the master with a female consort who was also a
disciple of that master. The candidate would be blindfolded while the master and consort engage in sexual
union. A drop of mixed male and female sexual fluids is placed on the candidates tongue, bestowing the
second or “secret” initiation (guhyabhiseka). The disciple then unites with the consort, and is instructed in
the experience of the four joys (caturananda), bestowing the third or “wisdom-intuition” initiation
(prajndajiianabhiseka). (See Kvaerne 1975 concerning these initiations.) In the course of these encounters,
the consort serves in various roles vis-a-vis the master and candidate, and these roles can be articulated as
family relationships since the master and his disciples are often considered to be a “family”. She is the
“daughter” to the master and, as a being a fellow disciple, a “sister” to the candidate. When in union with
the master she is the candidates “mother” and the master’s “wife".
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Awakened State which the Tantric adept seeks to attain.'*® That is, Buddhists made
deliberate and sometime radical use of the polysemous nature of language, in order to yoke

language to the spiritual path outlined in the Tantras themselves.

2.3.2.2 The Logic of Mastery

On the basis on these evocative but ambiguous textual passages alone it is not
possible to draw conclusions concerning the practices engaged in by Indian Tantric adepts.
While there is substantial evidence that sexual yogas were practiced by certain persons
under certain circumstances, no speculation concerning the details of these practices,
persons, or circumstances will be entertained here. Nevertheless, it appears likely that
sexual practices were engaged in by at least a small minority of practitioners, for there are
texts which criticize those who literally interpret the texts and translate them into practice,
and such critiques would have been superfluous unless there actually were such persons.'*’
Insofar as sexual yogas were practiced by Tantric Buddbhists, there is considerable evidence
suggesting that the engagement in sensual pleasures recommended in the Tantras were not
intended to simply provide hedonistic release, but to afford instead an opportunity for yogic
practices which probably differ considerably from mere libertinism. Buddhasrijfidna,'*® in
his Dvikrama-tattva-bhavana-nama-mukhagama, describes a sexual practice which starts
out with relatively mundane foreplay, but appears to culminate in the deliberate stimulation

of subtle channels present in the vicinity of the vulva. He recommends that the adept

! Bucknell and Stuart-Fox wrote that Intentional Language (sandhabhasa) was “originally a statement of
microcosm-macrocosm parallelism, but it apparently soon became a secret code and teaching aid.”
(1986:190)

1 Some of these texts will be discussed in this section below.

* Buddhasrijiana, the founder of the Jiianapada school of Guhyasamaja exegesis lived in the eighth
century, and is reputed to have studied the Tantras in Oddiyana under numerous dakinis, the yogini
Guneru, and the acirya Vilisavajra. See Roerich 1949, p. 367.
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Rub the mandala of the lotus with your left hand, and stimulate it with your
tongue. Gazing at it from above and from below, desire it with your mind. Then
that joyful lady says the following, displaying her lotus: “Lord of Self-arisen
Great Bliss! Enter into this lotus. Seek out your channel wheels (nadicakra)
through realization of the winds and channels.” Then you should open up the
great channel wheel which abides within the lotus, and which is ornamented with
eight petals, a corolla, filaments and the five essences. Seek out the three channels
(nali) [called] the Vowel and Consonant Mantra (alikalimantra), the Turtle
(kurmaka) and the Rabbit (sasaka). The channel which is the Lord of the
Adamantine Realm (vajradhatu) within the vulva, free of subjectivity and
objectivity, must be known with the finger through the power of the Guru’s oral
instructions.'®*

This practice was evidently carried out for the mutual discovery and manipulation of
elements of the subtle body by a trained yogin and yogini, and it appears to differ quite

significantly from mundane sexual behavior;'** the very specificity of this passage suggests

5! This appears to be a description of a practice akin to those contained in the astakamakalaprayoga
categorization of the Kaulas, which are conveniently illustrated on several Orissan temples. In particular
there is a striking similarity to the yonyabhisekha ‘consecration of the yoni’ or purascarana ‘foreplay’
stages. See Donaldson 1986, esp. p. 156. Buddhasrijiidna’'s text occurs as follows: / g.yon gyis padma’i
dkyil “khor ni // mnye zhing Ice yis bskyod par bya // steng ‘og tu yang blta byas nas // sems kyis de la
chags par bya // de nas dga’ ba'i bu mo des // padma bstan nas ‘di skad smra // rang ‘byung bde chen rgyal
po ni // padma ‘di la rab tu gnas // rtsa dang rlung gis rtogs *gyur bas // khyod kyi rtsa yi ‘khor lo tshol //
de nas de yi sor mo yis // nang nas rtsa yi ‘khor lo che // padma la gnas snying po Ingas // rgyan byas ze'u
‘bru ge sar dang // ‘dab ma rgyad pa gsal byas nas // a li ka li mantra dang // kur ma ka dang sha sha ka //
nid li gsum po btsal bar bya // rdo rje dbying kyi dbang phug rtsa // gzung gdzin bral ba bha ga'i dbus //
bla ma’s man ngag stobs kyis ni // sor mos go bar bya dgos so / (DT fol. 6b).

' This point was made by Jackson (1992), who analyzed several of the songs attributed to the
mahasiddha Kanha and argues against the facile, literal interpretation of them made by Siegal (1981). One
problem with Jackson's otherwise commendable analysis is his implicit equation of yoga with ascesis; for
example, he argues that Kinha's songs are strongly suggestive of yogic practices, and goes on to say, "If
this is so, then asceticism plays some role in his life”. (1992:95). “Jackson himself defines asceticism as
“the denial of ordinary pleasures for the purpose of attaining an extraordinary goal.” (1992:96 n. 2). |
would argue that Tantric yogic practices precisely do not involve asceticism in this sense. As numerous
Tantric texts suggest, pleasure in whatever form is not to rejected or sublimated to a higher goal. Rather,
“ordinary” and potentially addictive activities such as eating, drinking and sex are taken up as part of
Tantric practice, and while these are practiced in a way that is not *“ordinary”; there does not appear to be
any rejection of pleasure as such. Unlike asceticism, which appears to imply a duality between purity and
impurity and so forth, Tantric Buddhism, like Zen Buddhism as described by Clasquin, “remains true to
its own philosophical basis of non-duality by refusing to recognize a distinction between enlightened and
ignorant action, Nirvana and Samsira, celibacy and sexuality.” (Clasquin 1992:79) Or, a distinction which
Tantric Buddhists recognize is that between skillful, liberating actions and unskillful, limiting actions.
Here the distinction rests not in the ultimate nature of any action or phenomenon, but rather in the
intention, insight and artfulness that underlie its execution. Rather than labeling Tantric sexual practices as
a type of “asceticism”, we might instead consider them to be yogas which require an advanced degree of
mastery over one’s body and mind. While this mastery does not necessarily require or entail ascetic
deprivation, it definitely entails a degree of control which is not present in normal sex acts, and thus
departs significantly from them. Tsongkhapa would concur here; as we shall see, he explicitly commented
that these practices were not the same as the ordinary ones they superficially resemble, and thus have
nothing to do with the orgies imagined by the literal-minded Siegal, which Jackson rightly pointed out.
On the other hand, this departure from the ordinary does not mean that ordinary sexual bliss is renounced.
If anything, Tantric texts claim to exceed this bliss, enabling one to achieve the great bliss (mahdsukha),
supreme bliss (paramasukha) or orgasmic bliss (sahajasukha), which are often described using sexual
metaphors; that it, it is a bliss which encompasses and exceeds the ordinary, made possible by the yogic
mastery which allows the adept to experience the ordinary in a heightened fashion.
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that we are no longer in the realm of pure rhetoric, but praxis. Or rather, we are dealing
with textual representations of praxis; it is probably not possible to ascertain the extent to
which descriptions such as this were deployed in practice. Yet the fact that this passage
comes from a mukhagama, a text that accompanied a specific tradition’s lineage of practice,
suggests that it was deployed to some extent, even if we can never know by whom or
under what circumstances, or even exactly what took place.

This description does appear to evoke the general ethos of the kamasastras,
although the exact relation between the tantrasastras and the kamasastras is far from clear.
The sophistication of these texts, however, clearly points away from a “primitive” origin
and toward a more civilized, urban milieu.'s?

The consequences of such practices were evidently quite different than those of
normal sexual relationships. The Tantras prescribe a devotion on the part of male adepts
toward their female consorts as a prerequisite for achieving success.'** The spiritual
success attainable through such service is supposedly quite great, as is the danger for the
insincere yogin seeking only sexual gratification. Concerning this issue Tsongkhapa,

commenting on verses in the Cakrasamvara Tantra,"** wrote the following:

' A thorough investigation of the relationship between Tantric literature and the kdmasastras has yet to be
written. Fiser’s preliminary investigation into the relationship between the kamasastra and vinaya
literatures is a good, but brief, start. It does appear, however, that this type of literature is quite
sophisticated, and points to a urbane milieu for their composition, study and practice. This seems to
contradict the “primitive” hypothesis for these aspects of Tantric practice. Hence while we could
conceivably translate the terms ganacakra or cakrapija as “‘orgy” in the classical sense of the term, from
Latin orgia, meaning secret rites or observances, especially involving the use of song, dance, sex and
intoxicants (OED, see Brown 1993, vol. 2 p. 2021.1,2), this translation may not be ideal given the current
connotations of the term. This type of rite, though ancient and pervasive, is not particularly primitive, and
possibly occurred in a wide variety of social and historical contexts.

' For a striking example in Buddhist Tantric literature see the Candamaharosana Tantra ch. 8, edited
and translated in George 1974.

15 He comments on CST ch. 27 vv. lc-3b: *“Having understood {their] characteristics, there will be rapid
engagement with the powers (siddhi). Going from town to town, the form of the duti is revealed. The
duti is like the sharp edge of a sword. She purifies and augments one’s merit. Therefore, being well
acquainted with the dufi, the adept will rapidly attain success (siddhi).” / mtshan nyid dbye ba shes byas
nas // dngos grub myur du ‘jug byed ni // grong dang grong du de song nas // pho nya'i gzugs ni mtshon
par bya // pho nya ral gri’i so ‘dra zhing // dag byed bsod nams ‘phel byed yin // de bzhin pho nya legs
‘grogs pas // sgrub pa po yis dngos grub ‘thob / DK fol. 231b).
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What is the method of succeeding with the yoginis? If one understands the
previously explained characteristics of the yoginis, one will succeed with the
yoginis. Why is this necessary? It is because relying on the diiti (consort) one
will attain rapid engagement with the powers (siddhi); [the Root Tantra thus] says
“There will be rapid engagement with the powers.” How does one seek the diti?
The yogin, going from village to village where people gather, should observe and
recognize the diti who there by means of her form, i.e., her body color, shape,
and so forth. Is it difficult or easy to serve the diti? The diiti is like the sharp
edge of a sword. Just as it is necessary to handle a sword edge fearlessly and
with an unagitated mind, if one is well associated with the duti, since one’s sins
are purified and one’s merit enhanced, the adept will attain success. However, if
one 1s at fault in service, not only will one attain no benefit, but the retribution will
be very great. It says in the Herukabhyudaya that “If a hypocrite yogin who lacks
yoga lies with a mudra, lacking intuition on this path of intuition (jianamarga),
there is no doubt that he will end up in hell.”**® It is essential that one
understands the scriptural passages concerning the extreme retribution for acting
in this context in the impure manner characteristic of the worldly ones.'"’

The true test for the properly prepared yogin or yogini would be to engage with the most
defiling or passion-inspiring of things or activities without having his or her mind
disturbed, and even to alter or reverse the normal physiological responses to excitations
such as the sexual; and it is arguable that the sexual rites in the third and fourth Unexcelled
Yogatantra initiations, which will be discussed below, were intended as precisely such a
test, designed by and for yogins and yoginis. If so, they would truly represent a rite de
passage in the fullest sense of the term.
Filliozat suggests that the violations of morality in the Buddhist Tantras
do not merely consist in allowing free-play to impulses. These violations are
based on certain procedures into which the adept is initiated by the master and

they generally take place only after a probation of asceticism which is intended to
bestow a kind of immunity against the consequences of such violations....It is to

'8 This quote occurs in ch. 7 of the HA as follows: / mal *byor med par mal ‘byor ‘chos // phyag rgya la
ni bgrod ‘gyur dang // ye shes med par ye shes tshul // dmyal bar ‘gro bar the tshom med /. (DK fol. 6b,
QT p. 223.5).

57 / mal ‘byor ma mams sgrub pa’i tshul ji ltar win zhe na / mal ‘byor ma mams kyi sngar bshad pa’i
mitshan nyid kyi dbye ba ste khyad par mams shes par byas nas / rnal ‘byor ma mams bsgrub pa’o / dgos
pa gang gi don du zhe na/ pho nya la brten nas dngos grub myur du ‘jug pa thob par bya ba’i don du’o //
myur du dngos grub ‘jug par ‘gyur / zhes ‘byung ngo // pho nya tshol ba’i tshul ni / rnal *byor pa de skye
bo tshogs pa’i grong dang grong du song nas / de na gnas pa'i pho nya’i gzugs te kha dog dang dbyibs la
sogs pa yis ni mtshon pa ste shes par bya’o // ‘o na pho nya mo bsten par dka’ ‘am sla snyam na / pho nya
mo ni ral gri'i so dang “dra ste / ral gri’i so la brten pa na ‘jigs shing yid ma yengs pa dgos pa de bzhin du
pho nya mo dang ‘grogs pa legs na sdig pa dag par byed cing / bsod nams ‘phel bar byed pas sgrub pa pos
ni dngos grub ‘thob la/ bsten pa nyes na phan yon mi ‘thob par ma zad nyes dmigs shin tu che ste / he ru
ka mngon ‘byung las / mal *byor med par mal ‘byor chos // phyag rgya la ni bgrod gyur dang // ye shes
med par ye shes tshul // dmyal bar ‘gro bar the tshom med / ces gsungs te yul rten kun mtshan nyid ma
tshang bar de ltar byed pa la nyes dmigs shin tu che bar gsung pa mams shes dgos so / (KS, TL fol. 145b)
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be remembered, above all, that self-mastery is the essential element of the psycho-

physiological techniques of yoga to which the Buddhist techniques are related.

The influence of these techniques intervenes, then, to discipline the activity and to

give it another significance than the one found in the ordinary libertine.

(1991:333)
The emphasis on internal mastery is not unique to Tantric Buddhism, but rather was an
ideal of Buddhism from a very early period, possibly from its inception. Mac Queen has
argued, in fact, that it is an ideal which is characteristic of the axial age protest movements
in India, which include Buddhism as well as the other movements that have been labeled
“Sramanic”. According to MacQueen,

In much of Indian literature contemporary with early Buddhism there is a

tendency to portray the ascetic as a hero and to characterize him increasingly in

terms previously reserved for the traditional warrior-hero of mighty deeds and

exploits. For many people of this time the true man of spirit, the hero of the age,

was one whose quest and adventure, as well as his battles, were internal.

(1981:243)
MacQueen uses the term “ascetic”, but he qualifies the term in concordance with a
distinction made by Buddhists: the “true ascetic” is one who is engaged in the pursuit of
self-mastery, as opposed to the “false ascetic” who engages in mortifications for the
purpose of attaining selfish aims. (1981:248-49) The former type necessarily gives up
narrow, self-centered goals which ultimately reduce to a desire to assert control over the
external world, and instead seek an inner control which, according to the Buddhists, is a
prerequisite for a true spiritual development.

Such a demonstration of yogic mastery is perhaps what Asanga intended in his
famous and controversial verse in chapter nine of the Mahayanasutralamkara, which
occurs as follows:

In the transmutation of the foundation highest mastery is obtained, which is the
non-localized nirvana in the immaculate state of the Buddhas. In the

transmutation of sexual union (maithuna) highest mastery is obtained in the
abode of the Buddha’s bliss, in the unafflicted presence of the consort."*®

3 Ch. 9, vv. 45-46: (45) pratisthayah paravrttau vibhutvam labhyate param / apratisthitanirvinam )
buddhinam amale pade // (46) maithunasya paravrttau vibhutvam labhyate param / buddhasaukhyavihare
‘tha dard ‘samklesadarsane // (Bagchi 1970:44). Trans. based on Thurman’s unpublished trans.
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Tantric texts are replete with the language of control and mastery, rather than hedonistic
release.'” Demonstrating this sort of mastery would, conventionally speaking, entail a
violation of the pratimoksa vow of celibacy, but it would be permissible for the laity, and it
is possible that among certain circles such practice by properly trained monks or nuns
would not be considered a violation provided that it was accompanied by an inner sense of
renunciation, and conducted discretely.
That such a mastery is intended is suggested by certain Tibetan authors. The First

Dalai Lama dGe "dun grub (b. 1391-1475 CE), for example, wrote in his text The Yogic
Stages of the Kalacakra Tantra that the prerequisite for engaging in such yogic techniques
is training of the mind recommended in the Sitrayana, i.e., exoteric Buddhism. In his
comment to this recommendation, Lati Rinpoche explains that

When Gen-dun Drub refers to Sutrayana practices, he means the methods for

generating a mindstream tamed by an inner experience of the free spirit of

renunciation and the Mahayana attitude of great compassion. The first of these is

necessary in order to use lust as the path, a qualification of Highest Tantra Yoga;

and the second is necessary in order to sublimate our experience of the wrathful

symbols meditated upon. (Mullin 1981:150-51)
The logic of mastery and reversal seems to apply to other “transgressions” recommended in
the Tantras, such as drinking alcohol. Chapter Twenty-seven of the Cakrasamvara Tantra
enjoins that the adept engages in the “three purities”, which are modes of conduct which
would not in normal Indian social contexts be considered purifying. “The three purities are,
first, the purity of the consort (dti), second, soma, and eating food together. The yogin

should always, always, protect these purities. If one attains to the level of these purities,

whence will the powers (siddhi) not arise?”'®® Tsongkhapa explains that:

'*? For example in pranayama techniques the breath is controlled, and in sexual yoga the semen is retained
rather than released. Control of the mind and the sense powers is required for Buddhists of all schools.
See Bharati 1976, p. 96.

' CST ch. 27 vv. 20.c-22.b: / pho nya gtsang sbra dang po yin // gnyis pa zhi ba yin par ‘dod / zas gcig
tu ni za ba nyid // gtsang sbra gsum pa yin par bshad // mal ‘byor pa yis rtag pa ru /I gtsang sbra 'di dag
rtag tu bskyang // gtsang ma dag pa’i rim thob na // dngos grub gang las ‘byung mi ‘gyur / (DK fol.
232a).
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The first of the three purities is relying on the consort (duiti) because she is the

source of the very precious bliss of all Victors. The second is said to be soma,

i.e. the five ambrosias and liquor. It is taught that this is not the state of

drunkenness. Eating food from one vessel with the consort is explained as the

third purity. The yogin should always maintain these three purities. In that way,

drink soma and eat good food on the occasion of the expansion of the elements;

relying on the diiti one will augment the concentration of bliss-void. Thus, if one

gradually attains the state of pristine purity, whence will the success of

Mahamudra not arise? It will arise from the three purities.'®"
Obviously, purity here is not understood in the conventional sense, as associating with a
sexual partner who may be of a different social class, and sharing with him or her alcohol
and meat from a single bowl, are all activities which conventionally speaking resulted in
impurity. Moreover, the sexual arts that might be conducted with him or her may bear only
a superficial similarity to conventional practices, and certainly a different aim, the realization
of the bliss-void concentration which enables the experience of the clear light which can be
glimpsed by the yogically prepared in the ‘between states’ (antarabhava) which are
thought to occur in the processes of orgasm, sleeping and dying.'®* Likewise, the
enjoyment of good food and drink is necessary to expand one’s sensory powers (rather
than abuse and wither them in asceticism), so that their powers can be yoked to the cart of
liberation. Through such expansion, they can then be used to realize the experiential
unification (samarasa) of all things, the interpenetration of the sense powers and sense
objects, of subject and object, which is represented by the union of the deity couples, and
which is characterized by great bliss.

This is explained more thoroughly by Tsongkhapa in the context of commenting

upon a verse in chapter nine of the Cakrasamvara Tantra, which is: “Understanding what

! KS: / gisang sbra gsum las dang po ni pho nya la brten pa yin te / de ni rgyal ba thams cad kyi bde ba
rin po che’i ‘byung gnas yin pa’i phyir ro // gnyis pa ni zhi ba’am zla ba zhe pa bdud risi Inga dang chang
yin par ‘dod de / ra ro ba ma yin par bstan no // phyag rgya dang snod geig tu zas bza’ ba nyid ni gtsang
sbra gsum pa yin par bshad de / mal ‘byor pa yis rtag pa ru ste rgyun du gtsang sbra gsum po ‘di dag rab
tu bskyang bar bya’o // de ltar khams rgyas pa’i thabs su zhi ba’i btung ba dang kha zas bzang po zos te //
pho nya la brten nas bde stong gi ting nge ‘dzin ‘phel bas // gtsang ma’i dag pa’i rim pa rim gyis thob na /
gtsang sbra gsum po gang las phyag rgya chen po’i dngos grub ‘byung bar mi ‘gyur te ‘byung bar ‘gyur ro
/. (TL fol. 149b).

2 For a discussion of these yogas see Mullin 1996, esp. pp. 184 ff.
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was stated by the Sugata, that the savor, etc. of drinks such as barley (caru) and foods, etc.,
are the means of achieving power (siddhi).”'*® Tsongkhapa comments here that:

Knowing well what was spoken by the Sugata, enjoy the savor, form, sound,
scent and touch of foods such as meat and drinks such as beer. Making such
excellent offerings to yourself, you will attain all the powers. As for caru,
although there are others with which one can engage, here it is not suitable. As it
is explained as caru, “pleasing”, it refers to enjoying extremely pleasing objects.
Furthermore, one must increase bliss in order to effect the bliss-void union. In
order to augment the ‘lily-like’ (kunda, semen) on which one depends since it is
the support of biiss, it is necessary to expand the sense powers together with their
supports by enjoying special desired objects. As it says in the Dvikalpa, “Since
camphor (semen) is the cause, eat meat (bala) and especially drink wine.”'®*

A very similar qualified justification for the enjoyment of normally forbidden substances. in
the context of Hindu Tantrism, is given by Bhaskararaya'®® as follows:
The form of Brahman is bliss and that is established in the body. The [ritual]
substances which manifest that [bliss] are drunk by the Yogis.... However if the
substances when not ritually used [and so considered] impure (apavitram) are
drunk then because they actively obstruct the aims of human life, they bind one to
sin [and] are not capable of inducing that [blissful] state.'5®

Here beer drinking and meat eating are prescribed both to expand one’s sensory powers as

well as, evidently, to augment semen production, which according to the Indian medical

> CST ch. 9:/ sugatavarnitam jiiatva khanapanadicaru / bhojyabhojanam rasadyadh sarvasiddhis ca
sadhakah // (manuscript fol. 9b). / bder gshegs gsungs pa ‘di shes pa // bza’ btung la sogs caru yi // bza’
dang btung ba’i ro sogs pa // dngos grub thams cad sgrub byed yin / (DK fol. 222a).

' KS: / bde bar gshegs pas gsungs pa ‘di / legs par shes nas sha la sogs pa'i bza’ ba dang / chang la sogs
pa’i btung ba’i bza’ btung gi ro dang sogs kyis gzugs dang sgra dang dri dang reg bya bsten pas / bdag
nyid la rab tu mchod par byed pa ni dngos grub thams cad sgrub par byed pa yin no // ca ru ni lhag ma la
yang ‘jug mod kyang ‘dir de mi ‘grig pas / mdzes pa la ‘chad pa ltar ‘dod yon mams kyang shin tu yid du
‘ong ba bsten zhes pa’o // de yang bde chen dang stong pa sbyor ba la bde ba ‘phel dgos la/ de yang bde
ba'i rten kunda Ita bu rgyas pa la rag las shing / de rgyas pa la ‘dod yon khyad par can mams bsten pas
dbang po rten beas rgyas dgos pa yin te / brtag gnyis las / de la ga pur rgyu yi phyir // sha ni bza’ ba nyid
du bya // khyad par du yang chang nyid do / (TL fol. 94b). Tsongkhapa quotes three quarters of HT kalpa
2 ch. 11 v. 15, which occurs in Snellgrove’s edition as follows: karpiram piyate tatra madanam caiva
visesatah / balasya bhaksanan tatra kuryit karpirahetund //; / de la ga pur btung bar bya // de la ga pur rgyu
yi phyir // sha ni bza’ ba nyid du ‘gyur // khyad par du yang chang nyid do / (1959: vol. 2 pp. 98-99.
Snellgrove does not translate this verse.

15 Bhaskarariya was a brahmin S'ﬂvidyi practitioner who lived in Tamil Nadu during the first half of the
eighteenth century. See Brooks 1990, p. x-xi.

% Brooks 1990, p. 113. Translated here is v. 15 of Bhaskararaya's Tripura Upanisadbhasya, which
comments on Kularnava Tantra 5.80.
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tradition is the product of food refined sevenfold over a period of twenty-eight days,'®” and
which is needed for Perfection Stage yogic practices.

When studying this tradition it becomes increasingly clear that it is not immoral
transgression that is recommended, but a disciplined engagement with the very unconscious
drives that motivate and empower the passions. This type of self-mastery, rather than a
sign of primitiveness or immorality, is precisely the sort of self-mastery which according to
Elias characterizes the “civilizing process”.'® For a tradition dedicated to the attainment of
Awakening this is a logical if not inevitable development, for it is the result of intensive
study and experimentation with the negative propensities. It is also a “heroic” effort, for it
involves the exploration of aspects of the mind which are normally suppressed and hence
unconscious, which is always a difficult endeavor. It is dangerous as well in that one
engaged with this path risks social condemnation both for engaging in transgressive
practices and, possibly, just for bringing into the light of day things most would prefer to
be suppressed.'®® It is perhaps in part for these reasons that secrecy is enjoined for Tantric
practitioners, and typically isolated places of practices are recommended.

It is perhaps inevitable that those not properly trained, however, would be attracted
to these practices. The Hevajra Tantra warns us against those who do not know about the
“practice of reversal”, i.e., the mastery described above: “By the very means that persons of

terrible conduct are bound, those who possess liberative art ( upaya) are liberated thereby

'’ See White 1996a, pp. 339-42. The time consuming process of semen production is one of the reasons
why its retention is recommended in Indian medical and spiritual traditions, for if emission rates exceed
production rates it is rapidly depleted, with ill health consequences. This idea is expressed in the
following poem by the Tamil Saiva poet Tayumanavar: “Ecstatically, you think, ‘sex is bliss.’ / This
embracing becomes more frequent, / Growing to excess / Like the waning moon, / Your intellect becomes
exhausted. / And your body shrivels up / Like a monkey’s wrinkled skin. / You grow old soon.../ When
the dark Lord of Death comes, / Who will protect you, / O sinful mind?" (White 1996a:340).

% See Elias 1982, esp. part two, pp. 229-333.

' If Coulianu (1987) is correct the Reformation and Counter-Reformation of sixteenth and seventeenth
century Europe can be viewed as a reaction to and suppression of the arts of the active imagination which
were very popular and influential in fifteenth century Europe.
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from the bonds of existence. By passion the world is bound, and by passion too it is
released, but by the heretical buddhists the practice of reversals is not known.”'"
Regarding this sort of practitioner, still bound by self-centered motivations, Vilasavajra
gives a dark but somewhat mysterious warning in his Mahatilakakrama:

If one adopts [the practice of] Anuyoga'’' without being pure, and as a result one,

always obsessed with one’s experience, feels there is no need to complete the

observances (vrata), and that it is alright to abandon the four mudras which are

like a lamp found in the darkness, then one will not experience bliss, and will

achieve no transcendent activities, and even contrived virtues will be inexpressible

[for such a person].'”*
Given the dangers evidently inherent to Tantric practice and exegesis, the Tantric path as set
forth in the commentaries tends toward elitism in claiming that it is a higher path intended
for a higher sort of disciple. And while Buddhist Tantrism in theory and in practice
adheres to the doctrine of nonduality, it is not the case that there is no basis to draw
provisional distinction between different sorts of practitioners. In the context of Buddhist
praxis the most meaningful distinction between people is between those who have a proper
understanding of reality (tattvajiia) and those who do not. This potentially can lead to a
radically different understanding of the world and what sorts of behavior is appropriate
within it. Hence, Aryadeva stated: “That which is truth for the childish is erroneous for the

yogins, as ultimately there is neither bondage nor liberation.”'”?

'™ HV kalpa 2 ch. 2 vv.50-51: (50) yena yena hi badhyante jantavo raudrakarmana / sopdyena tu tenaiva
mucyante bhavabandhanat // (51) rigena badhyate loko ragenaiva vimucyate / viparitabhavana hy esa na
JNatd buddhatirthikaih /#/; / skye bo mi bzad pa yi las // gang dang gang gis ‘ching ‘gyur ba // thabs dang
beas na de nyid kyis // srid pa’i ‘ching ba las grol ‘gyur // chags pas ‘jig rten ‘ching ‘gyur ba // *dod chags
nyid kyis mam grol ‘gyur // bzlog pa’i sgom pa ‘di nyid ni // sangs rgyas mu stegs kyis mi shes /
(Sneligrove 1959: vol. 2 pp. 50-51). Trans. by Snellgrove with alterations by me; see Snellgrove 1959:
vol.l p.93.

"' The term anuyoga is an old, alternative name for anuttarayoga class of Tantras. For a discussion of
these classes see section 4.2.2 below.

'/ gal te dag par mi ‘gyur yang // a nu yo ga'i dmigs pa yis // rtag tu rang nyams ‘jug par Idan // brtul
zhugs zad par mi dgos na // mi gang mun sel myed pa bzhin // bzhi yi phyag rgya spangs kyang rung //
bde ba nyams par yongs mi ‘gyur // mthar phyin bya ba med par ‘grub // yon tan spros pa brjod mi lang /
(DT 147b).

B CV v. 23: yatsatyam iti balanam tan mithyi khalu yoginim // gacchannantam anenaiva na baddho na ca
mucyate // (Patel 1949, p. 2); / byis pa mams la gang bden pa // de ni mal ‘byor pa la brdzun // ‘di nyid
kyis na mthar phyin pa // becings pa med cing grol ba med / (Patel 1949 p. 20).
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Nagarjuna likewise wrote: “By means of the very mind by which the childish are
bound in cyclic existence, the yogin succeeds to the state of the Sugata. Nothing here is
born nor is there anything which dies; even cyclic existence should be understood as
existing in a mind-made form.”'”* The idea here seems to be that ultimately there is no
basis for anything; even bondage and liberation are contingent upon the way in which one
engages with reality, and primarily one’s mental attitude in doing so. Nothing is
intrinsically liberating nor binding; even the best or most meritorious of activities would
simply further one’s bondage if one engaged in it with a selfish motivation, while likewise
neither the most foul of things or activities will taint one if one is motivated by the interests
of others rather than one’s own narrow interests. Moreover, Tantric authors assert that
they might even be conducive to liberation, here conceived in broader terms than simply
personal release from suffering. The key to liberation, then, lies not cleaving to or avoiding
anything in the world, but in understanding the nature of one’s one mind, and cleansing the
mind of negative patterns of thought which are conducive to bondage.

According to Aryadeva, it is essential to avoid the extremes of both attachment and
aversion, and chart a middle way between the two on the basis of a thorough understanding
of the nature of reality. He wrote that “The Childish are attached to forms, and the middling
are free of attachment. Those of supreme intelligence, who understand the nature of form,
are liberated.”"”® Here he posits two extremes, attachment and aversion, which correspond
to worldly existence on the one hand and ascetic rejection of that on the other. The best of
practitioners, however, avoids both of these extremes. This hierarchy of practitioners

reminds one of a similar categorization by Shenhui, who “distinguished two kinds of

"™ Paficakrama, Svadhistinakramapatala, vv. 16-17; yena cittena balas ca samsare bandhanam gatah /
yoginas tena cittena sugatinim gatim gatah // na citrotpadyate kascin maranam napi kasyacit / samsira eva
Jadtavya$ cittaripakrtisthitah //; sems gang gis ni byis pa rnams // “khor bar ‘ching bas bcing gyur pa //
sems de nyid kyis mal ‘byor pa // bde gshegs gnas su ‘gro bar ‘gyur // ‘dir ni gang yang skyes ba med //
gang yang ‘chi ba yod ma yin // sems kyi rang bzhin mam gnas par // *khor ba nyid ni shes par bya /
(Mimaki and Tomabechi 1994:33).

"> CV v. 20: bala rajyanti riipesu vairagyam yanti madhyamah // svabhavajiia vimucyante '
ripasyottamabuddhayah // (Patel 1949, p. 2); byis pa mams ni gzugs la chags // ‘bring po mams ni chags
bral ‘gyur // gzugs sogs ngo bo nyid shes nas // blo mchog mams ni grol ‘gyur // (Patel 1949, p. 20).
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illusion, the gross and the subtle. Gross delusion is to be attached to the passions, subtle
delusion is to attempt to get rid of passions in order to reach awakening.” (Faure 1998: 19)
A three-fold hierarchy of students is described by Buddhaguhya in his commentary

to the Mahavairocana-abhisambodhi, as follows:

This Tantra of the Blessed Lord teaches that there are three types of student, the

superior, middling and inferior. They are, respectively, students who understand

through a nod of the head, who understand through examining the meaning, and

who are merely attached to the words. Since those who “understand through a

nod” are sharp, of superior wisdom and greatly learned, they sympathize with the

name of this Tantra, so by merely hearing the name Vairocanabhisambodhi-

vikurvitadhisthana they understand the entire import of this Tantra. Through the

word “Vairocana” they understand that the Blessed Lord Vairocana whose

Beatific Body (sambhogakaya) is the perfection of the stores of merit and

wisdom is the nature of omniscience. By the word abhisambodhi they

understand that complete awakening is the true nature of their own mind.'”®
Buddhaguhya distinguished three types of students on the basis of their level of
understanding,'”” which is simply an elaboration of Sa-chen Kun-dga’ sNying-po’s
distinction of two types of students on the basis of the sharpness or dullness of their
faculties, in the passage translated in section 1.3.2 above. Aryadeva presented a
complementary hierarchy in which ascetic aversion is superior to naive attachment to forms.
Superior to both approaches, however, is a sort of engagement based upon an

understanding of reality and motivated by compassion, wherein one might selectively or

"¢ / e la bcom Idan ‘das kyi rgyud ‘di yang gdul ba'i *gro ba rab dang ‘bring dang tha ma ste mam pa
gsum gyi don du bstan te / mgo smos pas go ba dang / don mam par phye bas go ba dang / tshig lhur len
pa’i gdul ba'i ‘gro ba mams so // de la mgo smos pas go ba ni shes rab mchog tu mo zhing thos pa mang
ba dang Idan pas rgyud ‘di’i mtshan don dang rjes su mthun pa mam par snang mdzad mngon par rdzogs
par byang chub pa mam par sprul pa byin gyis rlob pa shes bya ba’i mtshan tsam thos pas rgyud ‘di’i don
thams cad go bar ‘gyur te / mam par snang mdzad ces bya ba’i tshig gis bcom ldan ‘das mam par snang
mdzad longs spyod rdzog pa’i sku bsod nams dang ye shes kyi tshogs yongs su rdzogs pa thams cad
mkhyen pa’i rang bzhin du shes so // mngon par rdzogs par byang chub pa zhes pa la mngon par byang
chub pa ni rang gi sems yang dag pa ji Ita ba bzhin du shes pa ste / (MVV DT fol. 261 a.b)

'" Sometimes students are also differentiated on the basis of their meditative capabilities. For example,
Abhayakaragupta wrote in his Svadhisthanakramopadesa that “Beginners who abide on this excellent
Creation Stage should repeatedly meditate on each of its aspects. The middling only enter and are
established in the clear light instantaneously, which is the beatific body of integration. The best are just
established as the self of integration. The best of the best who meditate on the orgasmic obtain the success
of Mahamudra which is the very nature of the beatific body of integration, the ultimate radiance.” / bskyed
pa’i rim pa mchog la gnas pa’i las dang po pas ‘di mtha’ dag so sor yang dang yang du bsgom par bya’o //
“bring gis ni zung ‘jug longs spyod rdzogs pa’i sku skad cig gis *od gsal du zhugs pa dang bzhengs pa kho
na’o // mchog gi slar zung ‘jug gi bdag nyid du bzhengs pa kho na’o // *di nyid lhun gyis grub par bsgom
pa mchog gi mchog rab tu gsal ba mthar thug pa zung ‘jug longs spyod rdzogs pa'i sku'i rang bzhin phyag
rgya chen po’i dngos grub thob par ‘gyur ro / (DT fol. 251a)
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even thoroughly engage with the world in order to help beings attached therein, without
oneself being entangled by the attachments that arise due to a failure in recognizing that the
objects of attachment are ultimately devoid of intrinsic reality.

For one so motivated there are no strict or binding rules of behavior; even the
pratimoksa vows, the fundamental of vows of a monk or nun which include the vow of
celibacy, are to be broken if this is demanded by the higher ethic of compassion. Hence
Tripitakamala wrote the following, apparently without fear that he would be misunderstood:

For Awakening Heroes (bodhisattva) who practice the Super Observance
(mahavrata) there are no definite norms; they engage in whatever actions that can
perfect the aims of others. An Awakening Hero, through his passion for all, may
equipoise with women who are on the road to the bad ways (durgati); for him
“pure conduct” (brahmacarya, i.e. celibacy) is that conduct which achieves the
unexcelled state whence there is no regard for the pratimoksa vows and so
forth,'™
One might be inclined to view this as a justification for cenobitic fornication. Naturally we
cannot exclude this as a possible interpretation. In fact, there appears to have been some
controversy concerning whether or not it was permissible for celibate monks or nuns to
engage in the practice of the sexual yogas.

In particular, controversy surrounded the second and third of the four “Higher”
initiations of the anuttarayogatantra traditions. These are the “Secret” (guhya) and
“Wisdom-intuition” (prajfiajfiana) initiations. The former is only alluded to in the first and
third chapters of the Cakrasamvara Tantra, and the second is not discussed at all, although

Tsongkhapa is quite explicit in commenting on them.'”

The Secret initiation required that
the Vajracarya enter into sexual union with the consort (mudra) in the presence of the
blindfolded disciple, on whose tongue was placed a mixed drop of the red and white

generative “seeds”, i.e., the semen and menstruum, of the couple. Through this

'™ / brtul zhugs chen po de spyod pa’i byang chub sems dpa’ ni bya ba rmams la nges pa yod pa ma yin te
/ ji Itar de’i gzhan gyi don gyi tshags phun sum tshogs par ‘gyur ba de lta de ltar bya ba rnams Ia ‘jug par
‘gyur ro // byang chub sems dpa’ mams ni kun du chags pas ngan ‘gro ba’i bud med btang snyoms su )
gzhag ste / so sor thar pa’i sdom pa la sogs pa la ltos par mi byed kyi bla na med pa’i go ‘phang thob pa’i
spyod pa gang yin ‘di nyid de mams kyi tshangs par spyod pa yin no / (NT fol. 11b)

'™ See ch. 3 vv. 7-8 in appendices A and B below, and also section III.C.b.ii. A.2.b.ii.A.2 in appendix C
below.
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transmission, the disciple is empowered to learn the intimate details of the tradition’s most
secret practices, which are symbolically revealed during the “Wisdom-Intuition” initiation,
when the disciple, after being blindfolded, is instructed in the details of sexual yoga with
the consort.

Obviously, this “higher” initiation process involves a violation of the vow of
celibacy taken by the monks and nuns. Perhaps for this reason Jagaddarpana, in his
Acaryakriyasamuccaya, holds that these initiations should not be given by or for monks.'*
There appears to have been some controversy concerning this issue, however, and it
appears that some “monks” did undertake this initiation, perhaps drawn by its reputation of
being the “highest” and most efficacious available. That this was so is suggested by a letter
written by the Tibetan King Ye-shes-"od, who ruled a kingdom in Western Tibet during the
late tenth century and early eleventh century.'®' He was evidently quite concerned about the
practice of such transgressions among the Buddhist community, and wrote an open letter
condemning them, which concluded with the following remark:

Those who have left the world (pravrajita, rab tu byung ba) should observe the
Monastic Code (vinaya). Those who have entered the Mantrayana and practice
the kriya, ubhaya, and yoga [Tantras]'®? and even the Guhyasamaja and so forth
must endeavor to adhere to their commitments (samaya) without contradicting the
vinaya. Although the prajfiatantras are excellent, due to misunderstanding of the
import of intentional passages there have been many departures from the monastic
teachings, it would also not be mistaken to simply not practice them.'®?
Concerned with reform of the monastic community in general and with moral

transgressions inspired by prajfiatantras, a class which includes the Cakrasamvara

Tantra, King Ye-shes-’od initiated the process of the “Second Transmission” of the

%0 See Shukla 1975, pp. 128-29, 133.
! Concerning his dates see Thakur 1994.
82 Concerning these and other classes of Tantras see section 4.2.2 below.

' / rab tu byung ba mams kyis kyang ‘dul ba Itar bsrung zhing / bka’ gsang sngags la zhugs pa mams
kyis kyang *dul ba la brten pa dang mi ‘gal bar / kri ya dang / upaya dang / yo ga dang / gsang ba ‘dus pa
la sogs pa’i bar la / dam tshig ma nyams par byas la ‘bad do / shes rab kyi rgyud ni mchog tu gyur pa yin
yang / dgongs pa can gyi tshig don ma shes nas / rab tu byung ba bslab pa dang phral ba mang bas ma
byas kyang ‘gal ba med pa tsam / Edited in Karmay 1980, p. 19; my trans., cf. Karmay 1980 p. 17.
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Dharma to Tibet, which ironically resulted in the widespread dissemination of these Tantras
to Tibet from India, where they were quite popular at that time. He was responsible for
sending the “Great Translator” Rin-chen bZang-po to Kashmir, and was in part responsible
for the invitation of the pandit Atisa to Tibet, who arrived in 1042 CE after the king had
already died.

Atisa was both a monk and a Tantric master, a Vajracarya, and while he wrote a
number of texts on Tantric subjects, including several in the Cakrasamvara tradition, he was
also concerned with the reform of the Buddhist community in Tibet.'* To this effect he
wrote his Bodhipathapradipa, in which he commented that:

Due to the particular prohibition in the Adibuddhamahatantra,’®’ the Secret and
Wisdom initiations should not be received by the celibate. If these initiations are
taken, since those who live celibately and ascetically would be engaging in what is
prohibited to them, their ascetic vows would be broken, and they would incur the
downfalls which defeat the observant. And as they would certainly fall into the
evil destinies, [for them] there would be no success.'*
In his auto-commentary Ati$a comments that the “higher” initiations are suitable only for
the laity, and insists that they should not be taken by the monks, who would be betraying
their root vows, which in his view would have dire consequences. He wrote that
Regarding initiations there are two types: those on which householders rely, and
those on which the celibate rely. That on which householder may rely includes
everything taught in the Tantras, while the celibate from amongst those should
avoid the Secret and Wisdom-intuition initiations. Why should they avoid those
two? Celibacy is understood to be one of the virtues which occurs as a point of
doctrine in reliance upon the Buddhas teaching. Those two initiations are
regarded as not being in accordance with the practice of celibacy. The two

initiations would bring about the end of celibacy, and the end of celibacy would
be the end of the Buddha’s teaching. And by its ceasing the continuum of merit

** For an introduction to Atisa’s life and teaching career in India and Tibet see Chattopadhyaya 1967. For
a list of works attributed to him preserved in the Tibetan canon see Chattopadhyaya 1967, pp. 445 ff.

"* That is, the Paramadibuddhoddhrtasrikalacakra-nama-tantraraja, also known simply as the
Kalacakra. Atida refers to a passage in ch. 3; see fols. 67b-68a.

% / dang po sang rgyas rgyud chen po las // rab tu ‘bad pas bkag pa’i phyir // gsang ba (241a) shes rab
dbang bskur ni // tshang par spyod pas blang mi bya // gal te dbang bskur de ‘dzin na // tshang spyod dka’
thub la gnas pas // bkag pa spyad par ‘gyur bas phyir // dka’ thub sdom pa de nyams te // brtag zhugs can
de pham pa yi // ltung ba dag ni ‘byung ‘gyur zhing // de ni ngan song nges lhung bas // grub pa yang ni
yod ma yin / (DT fols. 240b-241a)
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making would be broken. Since from that basis there would arise innumerable
non-virtuous people, the celibate should thus avoid those two [initiations].”"*’

This passage is interesting for several reasons. First, it suggests, as will be argued in the
next chapter, that these Tantric traditions were initially formulated in an extra-monastic
context, and while they were clearly adopted by members of influential monastic
communities such as Nalanda and Vikramasila, where Atisa taught,'®® even by the eleventh
century they were not fuily integrated. Indeed, given the focus on the enjoyment (bhoga)
of things prohibited to monks, such integration would not have come easily. That the
monastic precepts were at times broken in monastic communities by Tantric adepts is
suggested by the hagiographies of siddhas such as Viripa and Maitripa, who were monks
until dismissed from the monasteries for allegedly violating the monastic code.'*®

That compromise was possible on this issue is suggested by the Tibetan context, in
which these Traditions came to be fully accepted within the monasteries. Evidently, the
Tibetans compromised by adapting the Secret and Wisdom-intuition initiations, removing
completely all sexual practice, with the red and white drops symbolized by neutral

substances similar in appearance.'®®

The initiations are thus performed in a symbolic
fashion, and some hold that the actual performance of the sexual yogas is not necessary,

and that they can be performed with an imagined consort (jiianamudra) instead of an actual

""" Bodhimargadipapapijika: / de la dbang ni mam pa gnyis te / khyim pa’i phyogs la brten pa dang /
tshang par spyod pa'i phyogs la brten pa’o // khyim pa’i phyogs la brten pa gang zhi na / ji snyad rgyud
las gsungs pa thams cad do // tshang par spyod pa’i phyogs la brten pa gang zhe na / de dag nyid las gsang
ba dang / shes rab ye shes spangs pa'o // de ci'i phyir de gnyis spangs she na / ‘di Itar sangs rgyas kyi chos
la brten nas dge ba ji snyed cig ‘byung ba de dag thams cad ni bstan pa gnas pa las ‘byung ba yinla/
bstan pa gnas pa yang tshang par spyod pa kho la ltos shing / dbang bskur ba gnyis ni tshangs par spyod
pa’i mi mthun pa’i gnas su mthong ba’i phyir ro // de bas na dbang bskur ba gnyis ni tshang par spyod pa
zad par byed pa yin la / tshangs par spyod pa zad na sangs rgyas kyi bstan pa nub par *gyur zhing / de nub
pas bsod nams mngon par ‘du bya ba mams rgyun chad par ‘gyur la / gzhi de las dge ba ma yin pa dpag tu
med pa ‘byung ba’i phyir de gnyis tshangs par spyod pa mams la spangs so zhes gsungs so / (DT fol.
290a,b)

'™ Concemning Atisa’s career at Vikramasila see Chattopadhyaya 1967, pp. 127-42.
¥ See Dowman 1985, pp. 43-52 and also Tatz 1988.

' For example, at a recent initiation held in India yogurt mixed with a red pigment was used; at another
held in New York, yogurt mixed with red Gatorade was used.
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physical consort (karmamudra).'”* There is some evidence which suggests, however, that
the practice tradition of the sexual yogas are still maintained, but are reserved for the
“highest” class of adept, for whom the issue of celibacy may no longer be a central
concern.'”
Often texts on the *‘sexual” rites employ deliberately vague terminology, such as the

term mudra, that leaves one in doubt whether an “actual” karmamudra is called for or a
visualized jranamudra; given the hierarchy of disciples in these traditions, it is possible
that the different interpretations were considered to be suitable for different individuals.
Atisa, for example, in his Abhisamayavibhariga, wrote an enthusiastic description of the
third “wisdom-intuition” initiation which is actually quite vague in exactly this manner:

Then, Heruka takes Varahi as his mudra, and through being equipoised their

winds dissolve. Relying on that, contemplate the experience of the orgasmic.

Then you, a child of the clan (kulaputra), unites with the mudra as Heruka, and,

depending on that meditate on clear light, that wisdom which is attained in

visionary experience. This is the very essence of the Transcendence of Wisdom

(prajiiaparamita) which is the purity of the three consciousnesses,'** and which

is liberation from birth due to the non-existence of body, speech and mind. This is

the ultimate truth which has the characteristic of always appearing completely

luminous like the moon, sun, fire and jewels. Regard [everything] with the eye of

wisdom and intuition, the vision which is beyond the objectification of the other.
In this way, do not see anything in and of itself, but see the clear light.'**

! See Mullin 1996, p. 70. There is a scriptural basis for this idea. According to the Vimalaprabha, the
commentary on the Kalacakra, ““a sadhana with a karma-mudra is for simple-minded Vajrayina students,
a sadhana with a jiana-mudra is for mediocre Vajrayina adepts, and a sidhana with mahamudra is for the
superior yogis.” (ch.4 v.110) According to the Vimalaprabha, (ch. 1) “those three kinds of sadhana bring
about the three types of attainments (siddhi) respectively, namely the karma-mudra-siddhi” corresponds to
the desire realm, the jiana-mudra-siddhi which corresponds to the form realm, and the mahdmudra-siddhi
which is endowed with the best of all aspects and is free from the categorization existence and non-
existence. Quote and paraphrased from Wallace 1995, note 233.

2 Mullin notes that at a lecture in India in the 1970s a monk once asked a lama (also a monk) whether a

monk who wishes to practice with a karmamudra should disrobe before doing so. Mullin reports that the
lama laughed and gave the following enigmatic answer: “No. He just becomes an especially good monk.”
(1995:249 n. 17)

> That is, the coarse, subtle and very subtle levels of consciousness, which correspond to the
corresponding levels of the taints (trimala). Concerning these levels see the passage from Subhakarasimha
and Yi-xing translated in section 3.2.2 below.

1 / de nas he ru kas phag mo mu drar gnang ste snyoms par zhugs pas rlung thim / de la brten nas lhan
cig skyes pa myong bar bsam mo // de nas dpal he ru kas rigs kyi bu khyed kyis mu dra dang gnyis sprod
pa la brten nas myong ba snang ba thob pa’i shes rab de ‘od gsal bar sgoms shig // de ni mam par shes pa
gsum rmam par dag pa shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa’i ngo bo nyid lus dang ngag dang sems med pa las
dang / skye ba las grol ba/ zla ba dang / nyi ma dang / me dang / nor bu Itar shin tu gsal ba rtag tu snang
ba’i mtshan nyid can don dam pa’i bden pa de ni mthong ba gzhan gyi yul las ‘das pa ste / shes rab dang
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His use of visionary terminology suggests that the process he describes is to be visualized
rather than enacted, but there is nothing in the text which could exclude either interpretation.
The issue of the practice or non-practice of these arts aside, the very language of

passages such as that quoted above from Tripitakamala and Atisa is notable. For example,
“‘equipoise” (samdpatti) is a meditative term for complete stabilization of the mind; that it
evidently functions here as a euphemism for sexual practice of some sort is remarkable.
The very fact that “equipoise”, implying complete mental and physical mastery, would have
such a connotation here seems to imply that it is not ordinary sexual arts that are the object
of this discourse. There appears to be a deliberate ambiguity employed here, an ambiguity
that was perhaps peculiar to Indian civilization. Tucci noted that

The ambiguity between eros and religion is carried so far that the positions

adopted in the act of love are called asana (“attitudes”) and bandha

(“connections™), using the terms applied to the postures of Hathayoga.

Similarly mysticism, although seeking complete mastery over the senses, exalts

the body as a necessary instrument of salvation. (1969:74)
This does not represent a mere diffuse libertinism, but rather the inclusion of sexuality
within the realm of arts conducive to self-perfection. A point that Tucci seems to have
missed is that, at least for the Tantric adept, mastery of the senses achieved through their
diminution and deadening as a result of ascesis is not true mastery. Rather, mastery
achieved under the most difficult of circumstances, that of sensory excitation, is the most
genuine form of mastery. To exclude from consideration the possibility that we are dealing
here with the a sort of self-mastery which perhaps exceeds in the scale of the “civilizing
process” that has been attained by modern Westerners, attached as many are to worldly
possessions, is to exclude from consideration the motivation of compassion which
pervades Buddhist theory and practice and assume the most base of motives. It is difficult

to judge to what degree such exclusion is justified, and what degree it is motivated by the

baseness of the excluder’s motives.

ye shes kyi mig gis Itos shig / de ltar gang gi yang rang bzhin du ma mthong ba de ‘*od gsal ba mthong
ba yin no / (AV DT fol. 197b)
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The bodhisattva path is thus a path which lacks any particular definitive norm or
requirement. To use the apophatic rhetoric common to this type of literature, it is the path
which is a non-path, on which everything is contingent, completely interdependent with the
need of beings encountered on it. The liberating tools to be used on this path can include
those things that are normally considered causes of bondage, and indeed they are for those
who misuse them or become attached to them. Even when used in a “liberating” fashion,
however, they are still “strategies” (upaya), to be used only insofar as they are useful, and
thereafter abandoned. And once one is Awakened, they are no longer needed, except
perhaps in assisting others. The a passage in the Vajradaka Tantra captures nicely this
dialectic, as follows:

In order to realize the authentic union (yoga), you must practice the contrived
meditations and contrived repetitions. And once you have realized the authentic
yoga through the outer, contrived yogas, you no longer need to bother with the
contrivances. For example, having obtained a boat, you cross to the other side of
the river, and once you have crossed you abandon it; it is just so with the
contrivances. Those who clear away the outer actions produced by the contriving
mind, such as the mandala and so forth, are praised as being of foremost worth,
since all successes abide in them. Those who follow the literal treatises in which
the actuality of the Victor (jina) is unknown, such as those written by the sages
(rsi), and those who follow the Tantras mentally yet engage in worldly, contrived
actions, are begging for misery with much exertion. Therefore, those who engage
in the procedures of ritual actions (kriyavidhi) such as the mandala and so forth
are unliberated, outer men who produce only addictions (klesa). Being unrealized
they will not awaken, insofar as they have misconceptions. Yet if they
thoroughly understand purification, those things that they desire will naturally
arise.

The nature of cause and effect does not exist ultimately; yet due to the luminosity
which is the nature of things, it is also not voidness. The repose (vihdra) of the
diverse aspects of all distinct natures is like a jewel in the ocean, which has the
mode of being without beginning or end. The mundane is always engaged in
busy-ness; the transcendent does not accord with that. Existence and non-
existence are not known to be intrinsic. Those who are thoroughly realized
through this method are not liberated lacking perfection; if you rely on the path of
authenticity, you will be liberated no matter what you do. Samsara and nirvana,
the actuality of misery and bliss, which augment, respectively, mistakes and
virtues, all abide in the orgasmic (sahaja).”’

% / mal ma’i sbyor ba rtogs bya'i phyir // bcos ma yi ni sgom pa dang // bcos ma yi ni bzlas pa bya //
mal ma’i sbyor ba rtogs gyur na // bcos ma’i sbyor ba phyi rol nas // mal ma’i sbyor ba rtogs gyur pas //
bcos ma dag ni mi bya’o // dper na gzings la ‘jus nas ni // chu yi pha rol ‘gro bar byed // pha rol phyin nas
‘dor ba Itar // bcos ma dag kyang de bzhin no // dkyil ‘khor la sogs las gang ni // bcos ma'i sems kyis
gang byed pa // phyi rol las mams gsal byed pas // dang po’i las can mams la bsngags // dngos grub de
kun ‘dir gnas pas // rgyal ba'i dngos nyid rig la min // gang yang sgra shes bstan bcos mams // drang
srong mams kyis byas ba ltar // rang gi sems ni ‘jug byed pa’i // skyes bu’i bcos ma’i bya ba mams //
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The inconceivablity of the process of Awakening, which depends so much on one’s inner
orientation, is well expressed by the following pair of verses in the Cakrasamvara Tantra:
“The production of the Buddhas exists in non-production. The completely inconceivable
reality lacks loss and gain. Being thus equipoised, not finding fault with all the worldly

ones, their inconceivable way is the Buddha's inconceivable play.”'*®

2.4 Concluding Models

The preceding sections can be justifiably viewed as suggesting that certain trends
within early medieval Indian Buddhism can, with some justification, be seen as a natural
product of a long process of development and transformation within the Buddhist tradition,
rather than a process of “degeneration” or “decline” triggered by external influences. This
suggestion should not, however, be taken as a theory of origins.

Taking just the transgressive elements of the Tantras as an example, there are
numerous intertwining traces pointing to a wide variety of possible loci of influence. On
the one hand, there is undeniable influence on the “Mother” or “Yogini” Unexcelled

Yogatantras from certain unorthodox “Hindu” groups such as the Kapalika, which will be

rgyud kyi rjes su ‘brangs nas ni // ‘bad pas sdug bsngal slong bar byed / de phyir dkyil ‘khor la sogs pa //
bya ba’i cho ga la ‘bad pa // thar pa dang bral phyi rol te // skyes bu nyon mongs ‘ba’ zhig byed // mi
rtogs (QK, DK has rtog) pas ni ‘tshang mi rgya // rtog dang bcas pas kyang de bzhin // shin tu mam dag
yongs shes na // yid ‘dod mams kyi de nyid ‘gyur // rgyu dang ‘bras bu’'i rang bzhin ni // dam pa nyid du
yod min cing // rang bzhin gsal ba nyid kyi phyir // stong pa nyid kyang ma yin no // rang bzhin dbye ba
thams cad kyi // mam pa dag ni mam gnas pa // rgya mtsho la ni rin chen bzhin / thog mtha’ med pa’i
tshul can yin // ‘jig rten rtag tu tha snyad spyod / ‘jig rten las *das de dang ‘gal // yod dang med ces bya
ba ni // rang bzhin nyid du shes pa min // *di yi tshul gyis rab rtogs pa // rdzogs dang bral bas grol ba min
// mal ma’i lam la rten na ni // thams cad byas kyang mam par grol / skyon (QK, DK sbyon) dang yon tan
‘phel byed pa’i // *khor ba dang ni mya ngan ‘das // bde ba dang ni sdug bsngal dngos // Ihan cig skyes par
yang dag gnas / (VD, DK fols. 124b-25a, QK 145.1-3).

% CS ch. 51 vv. 20-21: utpadam api buddhinm anutpade ‘pi va sthitah / dharmatasarvacintya
hanivrddhir vivarjita // ityevam tu layitvd tu na nindya sarvalaukikam / acintyo gatis tesam acintyo
buddhanatakam //; / sangs rgyas mams ni byung gyur tam // ma byung na yang rmam kun tu // bsam mi
khyab pa’i chos nyid ni // ‘phel ‘grib spangs pas gnas pa yin // de ltar mam par bzhag nas kyang // ‘jig rten
pa kun yong mi smad // de yi bgrod pa bsam yas shing // sangs rgyas rol pa bsam mi khyab /.
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explored in the next chapter. Even within the Buddhist context, however, it is necessary to
look beyond the simplistic two-tiered model of Buddhist polity, which has been well
critiqued by Ray in his 1994 book. The “two-tiered” model divides Buddhist polity into
two groups, the monastic community and the laity, and it places so much emphasis on the
monastic community that it has often been forgotten that the Buddhist community (samgha)
is fourfold, consisting not only of the monks and nuns, but lay women and men as well.'"?
Ray comments that “this ideal takes shape as a structure composed of two normative
lifestyles, that of the monk (bhiksu) occupying the upper tier and that of the layperson
(upasaka, upasika) occupying the lower.” (1994:15) To the monks are ascribed the
activities of meditation and textual study, while the lay persons are believed to be satisfied
with the practice of devotion. (1994:20)

This model is unsatisfactory on several counts. First, is not at all certain that the
laity restricted themselves to devotional activities only, while the claim that monk stood
apart from “popular” devotional practices such as stipa worship is based a certain
interpretation of key textual passages such as the section of the Mahaparinirvana Sitra,'®
in which the Buddha allegedly proscribed stiipa worship for the monks, on the basis of
which “the laity’s kind of Buddhism is regarded as different from and inferior to that of the
monks.” (Ray 1994:29). However, this interpretation not only disregards the archeological
record, but is based upon a chronic misinterpretation of these key texts, as Schopen has
shown.'?®

In this model, the laity are invoked primarily to account for or explain away trends

in Buddhism not reducible to the interests or activity of the monks. This model is

' See Strong 1995, p.45. The term samgha is often used by scholars as if it refers to the monastic
community only, or even just the monks (see for example Diana Paul, who defines the samgha as “the
Buddhist community of monks” (1979:6). While not historically accurate, this restricted usage is
supported by numerous textual passages in which the term samgha seems to refer to the monastic
community, and it supported by traditions such as the Theravidan in which the order of nuns died out,
placing inordinate emphasis upon the monks.

*** Digha Nikaya 16, 5.10, trans. in Walshe 1987, p. 264.

'% See Schopen 1991b.
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inadequate, however, because it ignores the tremendous degree to which the two
communities are interdependent, and the fact that this interdependence is not simply
expressed via a vertical hierarchy. Both a study of ancient texts such as the Vinaya as well
as observation of living Buddhist societies shows the remarkable degree to which Buddhist
monastic communities are sensitive to the needs and the criticism of the laity. Horner
commented that

the believing laity, though naturally not to the forefront in the Vinaya, are in a

remarkable way never absent, never far distant. They perpetually enter into the

life of the Order as supporters, critics, donors, intensely interested; and

themselves affected by Sakya, it seems that they were deeply anxious for its

success. Thus the Vinaya does not merely lay down sets of rules whose province

was confined to an internal conventual life. For this was led in such a way as to

allow and even to encourage a certain degree of intercommunication with the lay

supporters and followers, no less than with those lay-people who were not

adherents of the faith. What was important, was that the monks should neither

abuse their dependence on the former, nor alienate the latter, but should so

regulate their lives as to give no cause for complaint. With these aims in view,

conduct that was thoroughly seemly for them to indulge in had to be carefully

defined; and it became drafted in rule and precept. (Horner 1938: xvi-xvii).
The Tantras are seemingly unconcerned with social censure, yet it does not follow that they
advocate hedonism; rather, they demonstrate an intense concern with regulation, not so
much of outer observable behavior, but with the workings of the body and mind. The
interpretation of transgressive passages should not be divorced from the fact that in the
Tantric traditions, in theory and in practice, they are treated as a forms of discipline,
techniques of self-mastery. And their practice amongst living Buddhist communities
emphasizes inner mastery rather than outer transgression.

This “two-tiered” model is also inadequate in that it privileges doctrine over
practice, simplifying dramatically the actual way in which religious traditions interact with
the larger cultural environments which contain them. Faure’s argument conceming Chan
Buddhism in China could be easily applied to the Indo-Tibetan cultural contexts as well:

A closer look at “popular religion,” however, has revealed it to be a concept of _
many hues, covering a wide range of religious trends.... Consequently, the earlier
distinction between Chan and popular religion, between a “great tradition” and its
margins, have become a matter of differences within both Chan and popular

religion(s). This ieaves us with plural, multivocal, differential traditions on both
sides of the earlier divide, a divide that retains only provisional validity. The
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naive two-tiered model used by most historians of Chan cannot account for these
phenomena; it hides rather than explains their intricate relationships. (1991:306)

Tantric practice, which in its extreme forms would have violated the prarimoksa vows of
the ordained, may or may not have been forbidden to the monks and nuns; no doubt
different communities had different standards of conduct, standards which may have varied
in accordance with the degree to which they were affected by the Mahayana rhetoric of the
types explored above. Such practice would not necessarily have been forbidden to lay
people, for whom it could have represented a sadhana, a means of spiritual achievement,
for lay people. Tantric sexual practices could thus be considered a spiritualization of
mundane practices in which the lay people were already engaged. That this is so is
suggested by the references to the kamasastras in Tantric exegetical literature. The ars
erotica or kamasastra have been described by Foucault as follows:

In the erotic art, truth is drawn from pleasure itself, understood as a practice and
accumulated as experience; pleasure is not considered in relation to an absolute
law of the permitted and the forbidden, nor by reference to a criterion of utility,
but first and foremost in relation to itself; it is experienced as pleasure, evaluated
in terms of its intensity, its specific quality, its duration, its reverberations in the
body and the soul. Moreover, this knowledge must be deflected back into the
sexual practice itself, in order to shape it as though from within and amplify its
effects. In this way there is formed a knowledge that must remain secret, not
because of an element of infamy that might attach to its object, but because of the
need to hold it in the greatest reserve, since, according to tradition, it would lose
its effectiveness and its virtue by being divulged. Consequently, the relationship
to the master who holds the secrets is of paramount importance; only he, working
alone, can transmit this art in an esoteric manner and as the culmination of an
initiation in which he guides the disciple’s progress with unfailing skill and
severity. The effects of this masterful art, which are considerably more generous
than the sparseness of its prescriptions would lead one to imagine, are said to
transfigure the one fortunate enough to receive its privileges: an absolute mastery
of the body, a singular bliss, obliviousness to time and limits, the elixir of life, the
exile of death and its threats.?®

% 1978 pp. 57-58. While Foucault may be writing with, arguably, either an ironic or romantic tone, his
description does it fact well coincide with the claims made by the tradition for itself. His recognition of
importance of secrecy and self-mastery in this tradition is also notable. While there are definite references
to the ars erotic (kamasastra) in Buddhist Tantric texts, it is difficult to gain anything but a vague
understanding of the relation of discourse and praxis in this tradition, i.e., the way in which the art as
described was deployed in practice, given the secrecy surrounding this topic. This secrecy, while real, is
itself enigmatic; one cannot assume that it is identical to the secrecy that is constructed in sexual discourse
in the West which is in fact, according to Foucault, a ruse, an essential counterpoint to the much desired
sexual exposé, the obsession with the discussion and analysis of sexuality, which has increasingly
dominated Western discourse over the past several centuries. As we shall see in chapter six, secrecy in
Buddhist Tantric discourse serves a different role, and reflects a different understanding of “sexuality” and
the body. The analysis and interrogation of Buddhist Tantric sexual practices thus may or may not bear
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These arts were, in effect, concerned with the sexual practices of a sophisticated, urban elite
group who were by no means concerned with celibacy or any other renunciant ideal of
moksa, but were concerned with desire (kama) and sexual enjoyment (bhoga). Tantric
practice can be seen as an attempt to transform this rather ordinary yet appealing path into a
means of spiritual attainment.

An attempt will be made to sketch a less simplistic model of early medieval
Buddhist polity in chapter three. Here it is only necessary to comment that the exact
dynamic which led to the development of Buddhist Tantrism, as well as the causes and
influences from which it arose, will perhaps never be definitively described. J. Z. Smith
was probably correct when he argued that with regard to these enigmatic elements sense
“cannot be found in a quest for origins, but can only be found through the detailed
examination of elaborations.” (Smith 1987a:195) We are fortunate to possess a rich body
of textual data concerning Tantric Buddhism, but this data provides us not with its origins
but with the elaborations, which were the product of an elite and atypical subgroup of
Indian society. While this material can give only glimpses into the darkness of origins, it
can contribute to our understanding of Indian religious history, particularly in the phases
wherein the Vajrayana was constituted as a distinct “vehicle”, that is, a distinct mode of
discourse. The features and history of this discourse will be the focus of the remaining

chapters of this study.

fruit. Even if they are approached with a sophisticated hermeneutic, there are several obstacles here which
may be insurmountable. Firstly, the texts themselves, while a product of the early medieval Indian milieu
in which the ars erotica were practiced, do not give any sort of direct access to either this milieu of the
practices themselves; any attempt to divine them via some sort of “verstehen” is likely to be pure fantasy.
While these arts as practiced by Tibetans may derive from Indian sources, such interrogation is not
welcomed in the Tibetan context, as the Tibetans generally take quite seriously the secrecy enjoined by the
tradition. Certain Tibetans, such as Gedun Gyatso, who have written openly on this subject are atypical,
and possibly affected by outside influences, and hence even further removed from the hypothetical Indic
“source” tradition. Even less relevant here (although quite worthy of attention in other contexts) are the
exposés written by Westerners who have had the fortune or misfortune to enter into sexual relationships
with Tibetan lamas; here we are even further from the alleged source, as these relationships involve a
collision between two very different cultural constructions of the body and sexuality; indeed, the very act
of writing such exposés is alien to the Tibetan tradition, but completely understandable to the Western, as
described by Foucauit.



152

Chapter Three

Competing Discourses in Theory and Practice

In this chapter the social and political contexts underlying the development of
Tantric Buddhist traditions will be explored. This will not involve an extensive study,
which would require a separate monograph, but rather a look at the ways in which
Buddhists positioned themselves vis-a-vis the larger Indic context. One issue in particular
will be explored, which is the ideology of varna or class hierarchy, and the development of
an anti-hegemonic ideology by Buddhists and other groups. These groups were marked by
their resistance as liminal vis-a-vis the larger Indian society which had, by the early
medieval period, largely accepted this hegemonic ideology which came to characterize
Hindu “orthodoxy”. It will be argued that mythic and ritual elements, which have often
been characterized as conservative and rigidly supportive of “tradition”, were in fact
employed by Buddhists and others groups as elements in their resistance to this orthodoxy.
This resistance itself was often subverted, and these elements redeployed for hegemonic
purposes, which thus suggests that myth and ritual, as human constructs, can be put to a
variety of different uses.

A survey will be made of anti-hegemonic elements in Buddhist Tantras such as the
Cakrasamvara, and it will be argued that Tumner’s theory of liminality is applicable to the
context in which these Tantras developed, which can account for their resistance to the
dominant social ideology. It will be argued, however, that Tantric texts do not purely and
simply resist the dominant varnasrama ideology, but construct an alternative counter-
hegemonic ideology. This ideology, represented in myth and ritual, literally “centers”, in
the mode of a mandala, around the figure of the guru who incorporates within himself both
political and spiritual authority. For the Tantric Buddhists. the guru is an alternative
authority figure, who embodies within his person both the spiritual authority of a brahmin
and the power of a king, effecting this synthesis even more effectively than the brahmin,
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who is unable to resolve the tension between purity and pollution which is negated in
Tantric discourse. The influence of this ideology, in India and in particular Tibet, will also

be addressed.

3.1 The Discourse on Varna

1. Hegemonic and Counter-hegemonic Ideologies

In order to contextualize the rise of Tantric traditions in India, it is necessary to get a
sense of the communities which produced, propagated and practiced them. Given both the
hostile reception of the Tantras by mainstream, orthodox Indian society as well as their
purported secrecy, it appears that they were produced by groups situated somewhat outside
of this mainstream. The exact details of these groups are probably irrecoverable, but it may
be possible to at least get a sense of their position in Indian society from an examination of
their ideas and practices as preserved in their texts.

In this chapter it will be argued that the Tantras and Tantric practitioners stood in
opposition to the principle of mainstream Vaidika Hindu culture, and that they popularized
a body of discourse and practice which challenged the foundation of that culture.! While
Tantric texts are not characteristically concerned with social criticism, there is one area in
which they are often strident, and that is the so-called “caste” system of India, which in the

Vaidika discourse is typically classified via a four-fold taxonomy, that of the varna or

' I follow Lincoln in seeing discourse as both constructing and maintaining a state of hegemony, and a tool
which ultimately and in the long run is more important than force, which can subdue in the short term but
can hardly serve as an effective strategy for long term subordination. Discourse, however, can be put to the
opposite task of resisting such hegemony. Lincoln wrote that “in the hands of the elites and of those
professionals that serve them (either in mediated fashion or directly), discourse of all forms — not only
verbal, but also the symbolic discourses of spectacle, gesture, costume, edifice, icon, musical performance,
and the like — may be strategically employed to mystify the inevitable inequities of any social order and to
win the consent of those over whom power is exercised, thereby obviating the need for the direct coercive
use of force and transforming simple power into ‘legitimate’ authority. Yet discourse can also serve
members of subordinate classes (as Antonio Gramsci above all recognized) in their attempts to demystify,
delegitimate, and deconstruct the established norms, institutions, and discourses that play a role in
constructing their subordination.” (1989:4-5).
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“classes”, not in the sense of “social classes” but as classes or categories of a taxonomy.
Given the importance of discourse concerning social hierarchy in Tantric discourse and
practice, this chapter will begin with an exploration of this theme as a means of
investigating the position of Tantric practitioners in Indian society, and the vision of society
which they sought to realize in practice.

The “caste-system” in India has received a great deal of attention, and in bringing up
the subject here I have no pretension of being able to shed additional light on the matter.
The issue is addressed here because, according to Gombrich, it is an issue that “has the
greatest ideological significance” for Buddhists, and there is no doubt that, in theory if not
in practice, Buddhists hold it to be “doctrinally indefensible”,* and numerous Buddhists
texts criticize, as modern Buddhists continue to criticize, the varna ideology on which it is
based, and reject it as a suitable model for social organization.

This ideology has received considerable attention and has spawned a number of
controversies, most of which are not relevant to this study. Probably the best known
presentation is that in Dumont’s (1970) magnum opus, which has been quite influential,
although it has received a great deal of criticism.> Much attention has been drawn to the
fact that the varna ideology does not in fact correspond closely to Indian social reality, and

possibly never did.* That s, it bears little relation to the actual “birth groups” (jati) or

* See Gombrich 1971, p. 344.

* Salient critiques include those presented in reviews of his monograph by Marriott (1969) and Tambiah
(1972). His work has also received criticism in the writings of Inden, especially Inden 1990. Two central
criticisms of his work which bear mentioning here are, first, Marglin’s critique of Dumont’s attempt to
resolve the conundrum of the relationship between the brahmin and king via the polarity of purity vs.
impurity. While none would deny that purity is a key concept in varna discourse, Marglin has argued that
Dumont’s focus on it is misplaced, and that other categories such as that of auspiciousness are of central
importance as well. (See Marglin 1981 & 1985). Dumont magnifies this dichotomy into a larger
dichotomy between religious and political authority, arguing that the king was divested of sacral authority.
Dirks, in a 1989 article, argues that Dumont has overstated the case, arguing that caste was very much a
political matter and that “caste, if it ever had an original form, was inscribed from the ‘beginning’ by the
relations and conceits of power”. (1989:74) That is, far from being an unchanging, “‘essential” feature of
Indian civilization, it was a hegemonic social system supported by both force and discourse, and contested
as well, most likely since its inception.

* The classic attempt to explain the discrepancy between the neat hierarchy of the four varnas and the much
more complex system of interrelated, loosely hierarchically organized patterns of birth-groups (jati) is that
which occurs in Manu 10.9-72, which hold that the various sub-groups resulted from cross-breeding among
members of the original groups, resulting in numerous mixed sub-groups, the logic of which is explored
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““castes”, to use Dumont’s terminology,’ the usually endogamous, ranked birth-status
groups which are often associated with occupations;® the confusion of the classical varna
ideology with the much more complex reality of Indian social segmentation has led, to
some extent, to the distortion of the latter by scholars influenced by the former model.’
Rather, the four varna are “classes” in the sense that they constitute an taxonomy, an
artificial construct for the organization of social reality.

As such, the varna discourse is a hegemonic ideology. Here I take ideology as
defined by Haydn White, as “‘a set of prescriptions for taking a position in the present
world of social praxis and acting upon it (either to change the world or to maintain it in its
current state).” (1983:22) This definition presupposes that the positions people take are
related to their actions in and upon the social world. The term hegemonic implies that this
ideology was utilized to argue for or justify the subordination of one or more social groups
to another. This was argued by Guha who, contra Gramsci, defines hegemony as a
condition of dominance in which persuasion outweighs coercion.?

Under Guha’s definition the caturvarna-based ideology can be described as
hegemonic in that it largely functioned via persuasion, although coercion was definitely a

possibility, as the law books such as the Manusmrti and the Manava Dharma Sastra

by Tambiah in his (1985a) article 1985a. “From Varna to Caste through Mixed Unions”. On the ground,
Marriott has shown that actual status is determined not so much determined through references to such
fixed, mythic origins (although such myths were often fabricated to justify an improvement in a groups
status, see Sircar 1983, pp. 73 f.) but to the relatively fluid pattern of transactions that occur between
interrelated communities. Marriott wrote that “ranked judgments of castes’ natures are difficult for actors
to establish only from the castes’ claimed or reputed origins, or from what might be inferred about their
natures using the possibly deceptive evidence of their currently visible attributes. Persons trying to decide
about rank tend to therefore to rely primarily on the evidence provided by current or recent transactions”
(1976:114), a point which Marriott makes in the remainder of this article.

’ See Dumont 1970, p. 72.
¢ Concerning this definition of “caste” (jati) see Gough 1960, p. 11.
” This has been argued by Srinivas in his 1991 article.

* See Guha 1997, p. 23. This is opposed to Gramsci's formulation of dominance and hegemony as
antinomies. Concerning Gramsci’s conceptions of dominio and egemonia see Williams 1960, esp. pp-
590-91.
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prescribed the use of force (danda) to support the social order.” One of the principle duties
of the kings as described in the orthodox dharmasatras is the maintenance of the social
order by means of force, danda, a term which Gonda describes as including the notions of
“power, authority and punishment,” (1966:22) in short, dominance and coercion. The
failure to use force to maintain the social order would supposedly result in chaos; i.e., the
varna system and the practice of sacrifice which was conceptually linked to it would
collapse. The Manusmrti claims that

If the king did not, without tiring, inflict danda on those worthy to be punished,

the stronger would roast the weaker, like fish on a spit; the crow would eat the

sacrificial cake and the dog would lick the sacrificial viands, and ownership

would not remain with anyone, the lower ones would usurp the place of the

higher ones.'®
Force alone, however, was inadequate to maintain hegemony in the long term; persuasion is
needed as well. Such persuasion can take two forms; the first is to convince those involved
that the maintenance of the system is in their own best interest. The second, and perhaps
more effective method with those who have the least to gain from the system, is to persuade
them that the system is somehow inevitable, which was the general thrust of British
Colonialist historiography on India,'' or a natural consequence of the structure of reality.
Bloch observed that

Some inequality is often manifested as unadorned oppression, but, as Weber

pointed out, it is then highly unstable, and only becomes stable when its origins

are hidden and when it transforms itself into hierarchy: a legitimate order of

inequality in an imaginary world which we call social structure. This is done by
the creation of a mystified ‘nature’ and consisting of concepts and categories of

? Some of the punishments prescribed for transgressions were quite brutal. The Manava Dharmasastra, for
examples, prescribed the following punishments for the low-status men who insult in various ways a
brahmin: *“Should a low-status man try to sit down on the same seat as a high-status man, he should be
branded on the buttocks and banished, or have his buttocks cut off. If out of arrogance he spits on a
Brahmin, the king should have his lips cut off; if he urinates on him, the penis; if he farts at him, the
anus. If he grasps him by the hair or feet, the beard, the throat, or the scrotum, [the king] should without
hesitation have his hands cut off.” Manavadharmasastra 8.281-3, trans. in Wilson 1996a, p. 103. Itis
not clear that such examples of rhetorical violence were translated into actual violence of the sort described
here, but there seems to be little doubt that the texts’ brahmin authors intended or at least hoped that they
would be.

'® Manu VII, 20-21, translated in Guha 1997, p. 29.

' This was argued by both Inden (1990) and Guha (1997).
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time and persons divorced from everyday experience, and where inequality takes
on the appearance of an inevitable part of an ordered system. (1977:289)
A hegemonic ideology need not be veritable, but need only possess a certain verisimilitude.
Here Smith’s (1994) depiction of the catur-varna ideology as a totalizing or universalizing
discourse is most helpful, since it shows how this ideology gained its verisimilitude
through being located in a larger body of discourse, which, taken together, appears
convincing. Smith wrote that “the varna system was, in sum, a totalistic ideology, by
which [ mean a system of ideas or categories that account for the cosmos and its parts in
such a way that the interests and concerns of those who do the accounting are established,
protected, and furthered.” (1994:82)
The Vedic social hierarchy was a hegemonic taxonomy in that it sought to
reproduce a pattern of social division which privileged the authors of the taxonomy, the
members of the brahmin class. This hierarchy was perpetuated through its correlation to
the natural and cosmic worlds as conceived by the brahmins, as Smith has shown, writing
that
The particular social ideology of the Brahmin authors of the Veda
was....legitimated and propounded in several different but interrelated ways. The
appeal to the “prestige of origins” was one modality of argumentation: the social
classes were supposedly brought into being at the beginning of time by the creator
god and therefore are part of the original of the cosmos. A second method of
legitimating the Vedic vision of the ideal society was to appeal to the authority of
the divine and metaphysical order of things. If the realm of the gods was
organized in accordance with the varna system, and if the very structure of space
and time could be shown to be patterned in this way, then why should the social
world be any different? Third, we have witnessed how the Vedic social ideology
could be made to appear as just another part of “nature,” with all the authority
such an implication entails... By the very fact that the framework for the caste
system is laid out in the Veda, it can claim a certain canonical status. The social
scheme, in other words, derives at least part of its compelling nature and historical
endurance from the fact that it appears in the Veda itself. (1994:287)

Through correlations of the four varna to “natural” or cosmic factors such as the four ages

of time (catur-yuga), as well as by the classification of plants, animals and so forth in terms
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of the varna classes, the social hierarchy was naturalized, making it appear inevitable rather
than arbitrary. '

Such correlations allowed the development of a vicious spiral, in which correlated
hierarchies became mutually supporting. Insofar as society was organized along the lines
propounded in the Vedas, the Vedas were legitimated, since the world appeared to conform
to its precepts. When the social hierarchy was itself challenged, it could be defended by
recourse to the authority of the Vedas. This same conclusion was reached by Lincoln, who
argued that “within a totalistic and totalizing system of thought....all pieces of the system
were mutually reinforcing. The system thus possessed enormous persuasive power, by
virtue of the vast scope and variety of phenomena which could be explained within it.”
(1991:172) A hegemony thus actively contributes to the constitution of a specific sense of
reality which is supportive of it.'*

A central assumption of this study is that human action is conditioned by its social
context, but not determined by it. While structuralism is correct in focusing on this
conditioning process, it goes too far insofar that it denies human agency by claiming that
structure determines action. As Marx wrote, “Men make their own history, but they do not

make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves,

2 Bourdieu observed that “every established order tends to produce (to different degrees and with very
different means) the naturalization of its own arbitrariness. Of all the mechanisms tending to produce this
effect, the most important and the best concealed is undoubtedly the dialectic of the objective chances and
the agents’ aspirations, out of which arises the sense of limits, commonly called the sense of reality, i.e.
the correspondence between the objective classes and the internalized classes, social structures and mental
structures, which is the basis of the most ineradicable adherence to the established order. Systems of
classification which reproduce, in their own specific logic, the objective classes, i.e. the divisions by sex,
age, or position in the relations of production, make their specific contribution to the reproduction of
power relations of which they are the product, by securing the misrecognition, and hence the recognition,
of the arbitrariness on which they are based: in the extreme case, that is to say, when there is the quasi-
perfect correspondence between the objective order and the subjective principles of organization (as in
ancient societies) the natural and social world appears as self-evident.” (1977:164).

" Williams argued that “hegemony is then not only the articulate upper level of ‘ideology’, nor are its
forms control only those ordinarily seen as ‘manipulation’ or ‘indoctrination’. It is a whole body of
practices and expectations, over the whole of living: our senses and assignments of energy, our shaping
perceptions of ourselves and our world. It is a lived system of meanings and values — constitutive and
constituting ~ which as they are experienced as practices appear as reciprocally confirming. It thus
constitutes a sense of reality for most people in the society, a sense of absolute because experienced reality
beyond which it is very difficult for most members of the society to move, in most areas of their lives. It
is, that is to say, in the strongest sense a ‘culture’, but a culture which has also to be seen as the lived
dominance and subordination of particular classes.” (1977:110)
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but under circumstances directly found, given and transmitted from the past”.'* Or, in other
words, “the structure of language and society limits, but does not determine, what people
say and do: humnans could have always done otherwise.” (Milner 1994:5) Social context
may limit practice but does not absolutely determine it; the dynamics of the generation of
practice from context is described by Bourdieu with his concept of the habitus, which,
simply put, can be characterized as the dialectical interaction between a structured
(objective) environment and the structured (subjective) dispositions “engendered in people
which lead them to reproduce the environment even in a transformed form.”"*

This point is important to make for two reasons. The first is that religious forms of
discourse, which in the broadest sense include both myth and ritual, have often been
characterized as invariably functioning as hegemonic ideologies, as if they were invariably
fixed in the legitimizing mode. However, as Lincoln has pointed out, there is nothing
intrinsic to any mode of discourse that inclines it to either the tasks of legitimation of or
resistance to a hegemonic ideology.'® Rather, to hold that thought and practice are socially

conditioned does not mean that they necessarily

** This famous epigram is from his The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, translated in Tucker
1978 p. 595, op. cit. Milner 1994, p. 3.

'S Bell 1992, p. 78. Bourdieu defined habitus as “the durably installed generative principle of regulated
improvisations, produces practices which tend to reproduce the regularities immanent in the objective
conditions of the production of their generative principle, while adjusting to the demands inscribed as
objective potentialities in the situation, as defined by the cognitive and motivating structures making up
the habitus.” (1977:78). The way in which the habitus gives rise to practice, guiding or limiting it
without absolutely determining is described in his 1990 book as follows: “As an acquired system of
generative schemes, the habitus makes possible the free production of all thoughts, perceptions and actions
inherent in the particular conditions of its production — and only those. Through the habitus, the structure
of which it is the product governs practice, not along the paths of mechanical determinism, but within the
constraints and limits initially set on its inventions. This infinite yet strictly limited generative capacity is
difficult to understand only so long as one remains locked in the usual antinomies - which the concept of
the habitus aims to transcend - of determinism and freedom, conditioning and creativity, consciousness
and the unconscious, or the individual and society. Because the habitus is an infinite capacity for
generating products ~ thoughts, expressions and actions — whose limits are set by the historically and
socially situated conditions of its production, the conditioned and conditional freedom it provides is as
remote from the creation of unpredictable novelty as it is from simple mechanical reproduction of the
original conditioning.” (1990:55).

' Lincoln argued against Barthes (1972) and Blcch (1977), who argued, respectively, that myth and ritual
are modes of discourse which intrinsically legitimate authority, and located the potential for resistance in a
“knowledge” based existing in the sphere of productive labor. Lincoln wrote “like Barthes, Bloch located a
nonmystified and potentiaily revolutionary mode of thought and discourse within the experience of
productive labor, and here, of course, they both follow Marx. This they dialectically oppose to another
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reflect, encode, re-present, or help replicate the established structures of society,

for society is far broader and more complex than its official structures and

institutions alone. Rather, such a formulation rightly implies that all the tensions,

contradictions, superficial stability, and potential fluidity of any given society as a

whole are present within the full range of thought and discourse that circulates at

any given moment. Change comes not when groups or individuals use

“knowledge” to challenge ideological mystification, but rather when they employ

thought and discourse, including even such modes as myth and ritual, as effective

instruments of struggle. (Lincoln 1989:7)
As Williams put it, “no dominant social order and therefore no dominant culture ever in
reality includes or exhausts all human practice, human energy, and human intention”
(1977:125), and thus cannot monopolize any mode of practice or discourse. The
characterization of “traditional” modes of discourse, such as myth and ritual, as static and
invariably conservative modes of discourse may be the result of another sort of totalizing
discourse, that of colonialism, which sought to efface the agency of colonial subjects in
order to legitimate their subjugation. This point has been made by Inden, who characterized
Orientalist representations of India as “imperial knowledges”, which are

universalizing discourses, the world-constituting cosmologies, ontologies and

epistemologies, produced in those complex polities at their upper reaches by

those persons and institutions who claim to speak with authority. We should

not make the mistake of seeing these knowledges as unitary and imposed by

force by a ruler sharply opposed to a completely passive population of the ruled.

Following Gramsci I will refer to the deployers of this knowledge as hegemonic

agents. (Inden 1990:36)
Inden, in his 1990 book, had the admirable goal of dispelling such colonialist
misrepresentations while restoring to Indians their agency effaced in colonialist discourse.
He has been criticized, however, for denying agency to Orientalist scholars whose work he
understands as being subsumed within the world of “imperial knowledges”, i.e.,

conditioned by the colonialist context in which they worked.!” Inden’s “imperial

mode of thought and discourse that serves only to mystify and thereby perpetuate the sociopolitical status
quo. This latter they locate in myth (Barthes), ritual (Bloch), and ideology (Marx).” (1989:6)

' Milner comments that “drawing on the work of R. G. Collingwood, Inden suggests an alternative
conceptualization of social reality that discards the notion of system, allows for overlapping rather than
mutually exclusive social categories, and places human agency at the center of the analysis. There is
considerable merit in much of Inden’s critique. Ironically, though, he seems to turn past scholars into the
hapless tools of various imperial formations, denying them the very agency he is so eager to restore to
Indians.” (1994:13).
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knowledges” appear equally characteristic of totalizing ideologies such as the varna
discourse.

An important point should be made here. It is the characteristic of hegemonic,
totalizing ideologies that they wish to appear given, natural and unchallengable; they seek to
obscure their human origins in order to deny that, as human creations, they are subject to
contestation. Such ideologies thus tend to deny human agency and to portray humans as
determined by the given social system, to which there could thus logically be no possibility
of effective resistance. This characteristic of totalizing ideologies does not appear to be
restricted to any one cultural system; just as no civilization has a monopoly on agency,
neither does any civilization have a monopoly on totalizing ideologies that would deny
agency to subordinated individuals. With this in mind, it is not at all surprising that the
British appropriated and transformed the varna ideology; in so doing they were simply
making use of a tool for subordination already present in the Indian sphere of discourse.'®

With this in mind, the following sections will explore the varna ideology in a bit
more depth, as well as its contestation by Buddhists and other groups. The dissent of these
groups, which was significant and ongoing, indicates that despite the best efforts of the
authors of the dharmasastras, the varna system never achieved the unquestioned

acceptance for which they presumably strove.

3.1.2 Myth, Counter-myth and Ritual

The classic Vedic source for the varna discourse is the “Hymn on Man”
(purusasukia) in the Rg-Veda. It occurs as follows in Lincoln’s translation:
When they divided Purusa (“Man”) , how many pieces did they prepare? What

was his mouth? What are his arms, thighs and feet called? The priest was his
mouth; the warrior was made from his arms. His thighs were the commoner, and

' This point was made by Dirks in his 1989 article.
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the servant was made from his feet. The moon was born of his mind; of his eye,
the sun was born. From his mouth, Indra and fire; from his breath, wind was
bom. From his navel, there was the atmosphere; from his head, heaven was
rolled together. From his feet, the earth, from his ear, the cardinal points. Thus
the gods caused the worlds to be created. Seven-mouthed were the sacrificial
enclosures; thrice seven bundles of were made When the §ods, performing
sacrifice, bound Purusa {“Man”] as the sacrificial animal.'

This very well known passage is interesting for a number of reasons. It has been seen as
an important and early example of Indian speculative philosophy, as it propounds the
notion that there is a profound interrelation between the human microcosm and the cosmic
macrocosm. [t is probably best known, however, for its association of the four social
classes to four distinctive parts of the body of the cosmic man, parts which are
hierarchically arranged along the vertical axis, parts that also have occupational
associations. Since the division of this man produced the world as we know it, the social
classes are also naturalized as aspects of the divinely created world.

The social implications of this hymn were the focus of the author of the Manusmrti,
who saw it not only as a justification for the division of society into distinct classes, but
also for the subordination for the lower classes to the highest, the brahmin class, as
follows:

But in order to protect this universe He, the most resplendent, assigned separate
(duties and) occupations to those who sprang from his mouth, arms, thighs and
feet. To Brahmans he assigned the teaching and studying (the Veda), sacrificing
for their own benefit and others, giving and accepting (of alms). The Kshatriya
he commanded to protect the people, to bestow gifts, to offer sacrifices, to study
(the Veda), and to abstain from attaching himself to sensual pleasures. The
Vaisya to tend cattle, to bestow gifts, to offer sacrifices, to study (the Veda), to
trade, to lend money, and to cultivate land. One occupation only the lord
prescribed to the Sudra, to serve meekly even those (other) three castes. As the

Brahmana sprang from (Brahman'’s) mouth, as he was the first-born, and as he
possessed the Veda, he is by right the lord of this whole creation.*

Clearly, this taxonomy is ideological and not purely descriptive; its dissimilarity with the

much more complex Indian social world did not go unnoticed, even by the authors of texts

' Rg Veda 10.90.11-16, translated in Lincoln 1991, pp. 167-73; cf. O’Flaherty 1981, p. 31.

* Manu 1.87-91,93; Buhler’s 1886 translation, op. cit. Tambiah 1976, p. 20.
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such as the Manusmpyti, who developed complex schemes for reducing the numerous jati
birth-groups to the logic of the varna taxonomy.?

Guha has argued that there are two factors which need to be present to make
possible the critique of “feudal” discourse. The first is rationalism, which points out the
inevitable absurdities and inconsistencies of totalizing ideologies, and the second is a
humanism which opposes the attempt to limit human agency, and which insists that the
individual is, potentially at least, “the maker of his own history and master of his own
destiny”.*?

Both of these elements are present to some degree in the Buddhist critique of varna
discourse. Buddhist texts are well known for their rationalism, which is brought to the fore
in these critiques. Buddhists were skeptical of the very idea of a creator god, and in texts
such as the Brahmajala Sutta ridiculed theism as the result of misunderstanding.?’ This
sort of skepticism is not limited to the Buddhists and other “heterodox” schools, but is
found even within the Vedic tradition itself. Kuiper claims, regarding the Vedic
cosmogony, that “the primordial world itself was sacred, and for the process of this genesis
to take place there was no need of a creator.” (1975:108) The Buddhists were not alone in
questioning the claims of theism, and in fact they followed a long tradition of skeptics on
this issue; an early and famous example being the “Creation” hymn (nasadiya) of the Rg
Veda, the last two verses of which are particularly apropos here:

Who really knows? Who will here proclaim it? Whence was it produced?
Whence is this creation? The gods came afterwards, with the creation of this
universe. Who then knows whence it has arisen? Whence this creation has arisen

~ perhaps it formed itself, or perhaps it did not - the one who looks down on it, in
the highest heaven, only he knows — or perhaps he does not know.?

*! Here I refer to the concept propounded in Manu that the numerous Jati derive from the four varna via
hypergamous (anuloma) and hypogamous (pratiloma} unions. The logic of this explanation, as well as its
inadequacy as an actual account of the development of social stratification in India, is discussed by
Tambiah in his 1985a article.

2 See Guha 1997, p. 12.
® See Digha Nikaya 1, trans. in Walshe 1987, pp. 67-91.

* Rg Veda 10.129.6-7, trans. in O'Flaherty 1981:25,6.
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This skepticism is echoed in Kevaddha Sutta®® in which a monk travels up to the highest
heaven to ask Brahma a pressing cosmological question; Brahma's reply was a non-reply,
but merely the reflexive assertion “Monk, [ am Brahma, Great Brahma, the Conqueror, the
Unconquered, the All-seeing, All-Powerful, the Lord, the Maker and Creator, the Ruler,
Appointer and Orderer, Father of All That Have Been and Shall Be.” (Walshe 1995:178)
Adter his third repetition of his stiil unanswered question, Brahma took him aside and
admitted he did not know the answer, but could not say so before the other gods, who
thought he was omniscient. He reprimands the monk for not asking the question of the
Buddha, the only one capable of answering his question. While in passages such as this
the Buddhists do not deny the existence of the god Brahma per se, they do reject the status
of creator deity sometimes ascribed to him.
The claims of the brahmins to social superiority did not rest upon the existence of a
creator deity however, but rather upon the claim of superior and inviolable origination.
This claim was explicitly attacked by the Buddhists in the Aggariia Sutta.’® This Sutta
begins with a discussion between the Buddha and two monks who were formerly
brahmins. The Buddha asks them if since they have left the life of a householder if they
were reviled by the brahmins. One of them replies:
Lord, what the Brahmins say is this: “The Brahmin caste is the highest caste,
other castes are base; the Brahmin caste is fair, other castes are dark; Brahmins
are purified, non-Brahmins are not.; the Brahmins are the true children of
Brahma, born from his mouth, born of Brahma, created by Brahma, heirs of
Brahma. And you, you have deserted the highest caste and gone over to the
base caste of shaveling petty ascetics, servants, dark fellows born of Brahma'’s
foot! It’s not right, it’s not proper for you to mix with such people!” That is
the way the Brahmins abuse us, Lord. (Walshe 1987:407)

The Buddha replied:
Then, Vasettha, the Brahmins have forgotten their ancient tradition when they

say that. Because we can see Brahmin women, the wives of Brahmins, who
menstruate and become pregnant, have babies and give suck. And yet these

® Digha Nikaya 11, trans. in Walshe 1987, pp. 175-80

* Digha Nikaya 217, trans. in Walshe 1987, pp. 407-15.
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womb-bom Brahmins talk about being born from Brahma’s mouth....These

Brahmins misrepresent Brahma, tell lies and earn much demerit. (Walshe

1987:408)
The Buddha goes on to argue that no caste has a monopoly on moral virtue and wisdom,
and that these qualities are distributed throughout persons of all social classes. He thus
concludes that there is no basis for speaking of a supreme “caste”, as follows:

Now, since both dark and bright qualities, which are blamed and praised by the

wise, are scallered indiscriminately among the four castes, the wise do not

recognize the claim about the Brahmin caste being the highest. Why is that?

Because, Vasettha, anyone from the four castes who becomes a monk, an Arhant

who has destroyed the corruptions, who has lived the life, who has done what has

to be done, laid down the burden, reached the highest goal, destroyed the fetter of

becoming, and become emancipated through super-knowledge - he is proclaimed

supreme by virtue of Dhamma and not of non-Dhamma. (Walshe 1987:408)
The Buddhist rhetorical strategy here is two-fold. First, they appeal to reason to dispel the
brahmins’ claim to privileged, mythic origin, by pointing to the prosaic, biological origin
which they share with all other humans and mammalian animals. Recourse here to
biological imagery is also a subtle assault on the brahmin claims to purity, since the
conditions of womb birth were generally considered to be polluting;*’ Buddhist texts often

ridicule the alleged obsession of the brahmins with purity and pollution.”® In another text,

¥ As noted above, Tambiah and others have criticized Dumont’s thesis that the varna ideology is
ultimately reducible to a dichotomy between purity and pollution. I do not disagree with this criticism.
The concept of purity, however, clearly does play a central role in the discourse on varna. [ would argue
that it is, to use Ortner’s (1973b) term, a “key symbol”, of the sort she calls an “elaborating symbol”, in
that it is a central concept invoked in the articulation of distinctions between different caste groups, as
Orenstein (1965, 1968) and Tambiah (1985a) show. Purity is also used, according to Harper (1964), to
articulate the status difference between humans and gods, and amongst the gods themselves. It is probably
not accidental that Buddhist and others have attacked the brahmin’s claim to high status via the route of
purity, arguing that they are not more pure than others, and possibly less so, on account of their
performance of violent, bloody sacrifices. The mechanics of this articulation has been admirably described
by Marriott, who argued for a transactional rather than essentialist model. He wrote, contra Dumont, that
“pollution (better understood in strictly hierarchical terms as ‘degradation’) need not be a substance or
quality of substances. Rather, it is a process that inevitably occurs, according to Indian ideology, through
the ranked relationships of any transaction. Whatever is given - semen, food, pay, etc. — the act of giving
is degrading to the receiver, upgrading to the giver. The idiom of ‘pollution’ provides one major way of
talking about caste rank, while rank itself is the outcome of transactions in that and certain other idioms.”
(1969:1172) See also Marriott 1959, 1968 and especially 1976. See also Marriott 1991, in which he
discusses some of the other parameters along which caste difference is articulated.

* Tambiah has argued that “early Buddhist polemics against Brahmanical conceptions ~ combining irony
with etymological play,....caricature and reject Brahmanical notions of dirt defined ‘material’ and
‘ritually’....as body pollution associated with the physiological processes of ingestion and excretion, of
birth and death, and replace it with a ‘mentalistic’ and ethical notion of defilement as negative emotions of
greed, hate and delusion of mind. The dramatic and forceful early Buddhist rejection of Brahmanical ritual
notions of purity and pollution is seen in such matters as the open recruitment to the sangha from all
varnas and castes, the bhikkhu's acceptance of cooked food from a lay donor irrespective of his status, and
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the Assalayana Sutta,” the Buddha challenges the claim that the varna taxonomy is
universal, by means of the observations that other peoples, such as the lonian Greeks
(yona) and the Kamboja, observe only one social distinction, that of masters and slaves.>°

The Buddhists, secondly, propound a “humanism” insofar as they attack
stratification and the assumption that humans are determined through their station of birth.
Rather, they argue that “supremacy” is the product of moral virtue and wisdom which are
not monopolized by any one group. Thus, the supreme goal is open to all people, no matter
what their station in life, provided they cultivate the virtues and wisdom required for
mastery on the spiritual path.

Such attacks on the claims made by the brahmins were not restricted to the early
period of Buddhism, but were in fact a continuing feature of the religion. Dharmakirti, who
lived in the seventh century,’' was quite uncompromising in his critique of such ideas, as
the following brief bit of rhetoric indicates: “The unquestioned authority of the Vedas; the
belief in a world-creator; the quest for purification through ritual bathings; the arrogant
division into castes; the practice of mortification to atone for sin — these five are the marks
of witless men.”**

Aryadeva, in his Cittavisuddhiprakarana, uses rational, biological imagery similar
to that attributed to the Buddha above to argue against caste discrimination:

Beings are as stated by the Tathagata: having a self of the five elements, their
nature is five lumps, similar to the semen and blood [which is their source].
The brahmin is that which the outcast is, as is the body of the monk: all have the

five heaps as their self. These are impermanent and characterized by suffering,
for both the higher and lower castes. All are conceived in a woman’s womb,

the bhikkhu’s willful contamination with death by taking up residence in cremation grounds, using
discarded cloth from rubbish heaps, and engaging in the contemplation of death as a therapeutic act.”
(1985b:96).

® Majjhima Nikaya 93, trans. in Nanamoli and Bodhi 1995, pp. 763-74.

% The mention of the Greeks dates this text, or at least this portion of it, to no earlier than the late fourth
century BCE. In 326 BCE the Greeks, led by Alexander, crossed the Indus. See Basham 1954 pp. 49 ff.

* Conceming the dating of Dharmakirti and other important Buddhist authors see section 5.2 below.

* From his Pramanavarttika-svavrtti-tika, trans. in Jaini 1967, p. 41
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whether born as fisherman or born as an ascetic brahmin. Therefore, caste is an

illusion. One who understands the rite should always worship one’s mother,

sister, daughter, mother-in-law, niece, brahmin women, kshatriya women,

vaishya women, shudra women, as well as women who are deformed, defiled,

inferior, despised, or outcast, with the power of adamantine intuition.’>
The end of this passage, which recommends the reverence of all women irrespective of
social class, is quite typical of Tantric texts, as will be explored below. This refusal to
recognize social distinctions is justified in Buddhist texts via the doctrine of nonduality, and
it is prescribed in some Buddhist Tantric traditions as an observance (vrata) for the Tantric
adept, as will be shown below.

A striking aspect of the myth narrated in the purusasiikza is its equation of a primal
act of violence with the division of humans into a hierarchical taxonomy. The equation of
the varna ideology with Vedic sacrifice is probably not coincidental. Interestingly, it is
precisely this violence which is denounced by Buddhists and Jains. Brahmins were
criticized for engaging in animal sacrifice, which was understood by Jains and Buddhists to
result in a state of impurity.” Buddhists, however, also condemned the very conceptual
violence which sought to divide persons into such categories; as shown above, Buddhists
would consider such taxonomic thought as the product of “dichotomic conceptual

construction” (vikalpa), which the Buddhists see as originating in the very misknowledge

(avidya) which is the ultimate cause of all suffering and cyclic existence (samsara).

¥ CV vv. 101.d-106d: jagad aha tathagata // paficabhatitmakam sukram $ontam capi tidr$am / tanmayah
khalu pindo ‘yam ko viprah ka$ ca vantyajah // [paficaskandhitmakam sarvam)] $ariram khalu bhiksavah /
anityam duhkhastunyaii ca na jatir na ca jatiman // kaivarttogarbham bhitah kascic ca[ndalajatiman / tapasa
brahmano jatas tasmaj jatir akdranam // svasiram mataram $vasrum svaputrim bhagineyikam / brahmanim
ksatriydm vaiSyam vidhijiianena $udrikam] // ekangvikalam hinim garhitam antyajim api / yositam
pujayen nityam jiidnavajraprabhavanaih // (Patel 1949:8); / *gro ba de bzhin bde gshegs gsungs // ‘byung
Inga’i bdag nyid khu ba dang // khrag kyang de dang ‘dra ba dang // de yi rang bzhin gong bu Inga // bram
ze gang yin mthar skyes gang // dge slong dag gi lus ‘di ni // thams cad phung po Inga bdag nyid / mi
rtag sdug bsngal stod pa la / rigs med rigs dang Idan pa gang // nya pa'i mngal du skye ba gang // kha cig
gdol pa’i skye Idan pas // dka’ thub spyad pa bram ze skyes // de phyir rigs ni sgyu ma yin // ma dang
sring mo bu mo dang // sgyug mo dang ni tsha mo dang // bram ze rgyal rigs rje rigs mo // cho ga shes pa
dmangs rigs mo // yan lag cig ni nyams pa dang // dman dang smod dang mthar skyes kyi // btsun mo
rtag tu mchod par bya // rdo rje ye shes mam bsgoms pas / (QT p. 2.5).

* In the case of the Jains, physical violence was understood to result in physical impurity, while the
Buddhists, as we have seen, tended to internalize and ethicize purity, seeing it as the result of a
compassionate and non-violent mental state. Purity, in the Jain view, was a consequence of the
renunciation of a Jain ascetic, and that Jain ascetics could serve to purify those persons and things that
came into contact with them. See Jaini 1985.
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Rather, the Buddhists prescribe a nondualistic gnosis or intuition into the nature of reality
which is free of such false conceptual construction (nirvikalpajiiana).

This same critique is represented as coming from the mouth of a Jain king in the
Dharmaranya Purana, a text produced by the Modh Brahmins of Gujrat most likely
during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries CE.** In this purana the Modh Brahmins are
depicted as receiving an extensive land grant from Rama himself back in the dvaparayuga.
Later, they are deprived of their land by a Jain princess. The brahmins go to her father,
King Ama, bearing a copper-plate land grant which they claimed was bestowed upon them
by Rima. The king, also a Jain, is skeptical and calls questions their worthiness, as
follows:

Who are you? Where do you stay? What do you want from us? For what have
you come here, you killers of animals? You, who cheat stupid people, eat
everything greedily, always accept gifts from others, are wicked slaves of your
senses; why have you come here? (Das 1977:27)
The brahmins reply that they are beggars (bhiksus) seeking the protection of the righteous
king (dharmaraja), and in particular seeking the restoration of their grant bestowed by
Rama. The king replied by criticizing their claims, both that the grant was given to them by
Rdma, and that they as brahmins are worthy of it, saying:
All the shastras say that non-violence is the ultimate righteousness. Then why do
you call the Jain religion a heretic religion? All our preceptors are without a trace
of violence and are full of compassion. The Brahmans are always desiring
sensuous pleasures and all of them are bent on committing violence. They are full
of desires, prone to anger, and are greedy. Tell me which of their virtues should
make me worship them? Men have to bear the fruits of their good and bad
actions. Happiness and unhappiness are both attained by our actions. Rama was
also born because of his karmas [past actions] and died because of them. What is
extraordinary about him that he should be remembered? (Das 1977:28-29)
Itis quite remarkable that such a trenchant critique would occur in a text written by

brahmins. The brahmins give a rather ineffectual defense, claiming that violence is

unavoidable. In the end, they are depicted as converting the king, but only by means of the

% See Das 1977, p. 16.
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miraculous intervention of Hanuman, rather than by a cogent defense of their claims to
authority.

The Buddhists did not only criticize the brahmins’ claims via critical reasoning and
ridicule, both of which are negative forms of discourse. They also utilized positive modes
of discourse; that is, they offered alternative social visions. On the one hand, the Buddha
redefined terms such as brahmana and aryan in terms of moral and spiritual qualities rather
than birth or appearance.’® Another approach was the proposition of a competing or
alternate ideology. In the Aggarifia Sutta, the Buddha follows his critique of the
purusasikta cosmogony with what might be termed, following Bloch, an alter-
cosmogony,” an alternate vision of the universe which is also, given the sphere of
discourse in which the text is operating, an alternate vision of society as well.

In this account, the Buddha is portrayed as giving an alternate narration of the
“creation” of the world, although it is really a re-creation, since what he describes is the
redevelopment of the world following its periodic destruction, a process discussed in
section 3.3.1 below. Following the destruction of the world, including its various hells and
lower heavens, the beings who dwelled there are reborn in the higher form realm
(riupaloka) heavens, where they exist in luminous mind-made “bodies” (manomayakaya)
and experience great bliss. As the lower desire world (kamaloka) comes back into
existence, beings are born back into it.

At this primal time, however, the world then is quite different than it is now. The
Buddha described it thus:

At that period, Vasettha, there was just one mass of water, and all was darkness,
blinding darkness. Neither moon nor sun appeared, no constellations or stars

appeared, night and day were not extinguished, nor months and fortnights, no
years or seasons, and no male and female, beings being reckoned just as beings.

% See, for example, the Sopadanda Sutta, Digha Nikaya 4, trans. in Walshe pp. 125-132. Also, the
Ariyavamsa Sutta redefines the four varna in terms of four “noble lineages” (ariyavamsa) which are simply
monastic virtues, such as being satisfied with a single robe and delighting in meditation. See Gombrich
1992, p. 170-71.

% See Bloch 1989, p. 128.
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And, sooner or later, after a very long period of time, savory earth spread itself
over the waters where those beings were. It looked just like the skin that forms
over hot milk as it cools. It was endowed with colour, smell and taste. It was the
colour of fine ghee or butter, and it was very sweet, like pure wild honey.
(Walshe 1987:410)
The world then was completely undifferentiated, and so were the beings who dwelled
therein, who continued to exist in blissful, luminous mind-made forms.

However, one of these beings, motivated by greed, tasted the savory earth, and
enjoying it began to crave it, and it was followed by the other beings. As a consequence of
their consumption of this food they lost their self-luminance, as result of which the sun,
moon and other celestial objects appeared, and night and day was distinguished. As they
continued to eat the food, their bodies became coarser, and they began to distinguish beauty
and ugliness.

Eventually, the savory earth disappeared, and was replaced by a series of
increasingly coarser foods, the greedy consumption of which led to the further bifurcation
of beings into the sexes, leading to the development of sexual activity. Eventually. as food
was no longer easily attained, people began to divide up the land into field plots, and
conflicts developed over its possession. As a result of these conflicts, the people chose the
best man amongst them to serve as king, in order to maintain order and punish evil doers.
This first king was called Mahadsammata, “[he who is] agreed to be great.”*® The texts also
defines king (raja) as *he who pleases others with righteousness” (dhammena pare
rafijeti).’

Having accounted the origin of the Kshatriya or ruler class, the text continues to
describe the origin of the Brahmin class. They originated in a group of people who,
disgusted with the evil and conflict that arose in the world, withdrew to the forest and lived

in leaf huts meditating, thus earning for themselves the title “meditators” (jhayaka). Later

some of them, being unable to meditate, returned to the villages to compose the Vedas, and

* See Gombrich 1992, p. 175.

% See Gombrich 1992, p. 174.
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were thus labeled “non-meditators” (ajjhayaka, Sans. a-dhyayaka), which is a pun on the
term used for recitors of the Vedas (adhyayaka).*’

In this passage the social world is portrayed as coming into existence through a
gradual process of degeneration which is motivated primarily through greed, which gives
rise eventually to social segmentation. The brahmins in particular are lampooned through
the exploitation of the tension between worldly life and renunciation, which, according to
Heesterman, has been a central tension within the Brahmanic tradition.*'

By this point it is hopefully clear that, in rejecting the varna ideology, Buddhists
were not merely quibbling over points in speculative philosophy. For while the varma
ideology was integrated within a cosmology and reinforced by often sophisticated
speculation concerning the cosmos and the natural world, it was not without profound
political and social consequence. Lincoln pointed out that

the cosmic and the social sides of this religious ideology, as expressed in myth

and ritual, and as enacted in social practice and organization, were both part of one

and the same system. And one cannot separate the elegant strands of speculative

thought from the brutal facts of social hierarchy and exploitation: it was, and

regularly is, the persuasive power of the former that makes the latter possible.

The social system which was buttressed by this ideology was one in which

mental labor was reserved for the privileged few, to whom were allotted the

greatest shares of valued resources. The others, who engaged in manual work,

were further differentiated, some enjoying a considerable measure of power,

prosperity and prestige, while others — the majority — were relegated to lives of

service and subordination, bearing further the stigma of impurity. All these

results — real, concrete effects, and not gossamer stories — were effectively

legitimated by myths of creation through sacrifice, and were also dramatized in the

practice of sacrificial ritual, in which members of the highest class presided and -

most often — those of the second class served as patrons, while those of the

lowest class played minor roles, if any at all. (1991:174)
The Buddhist myth is an alter-cosmogony in that it portrays the creation of the social world
with its distinctions not as a necessary consequence of the ineluctable process of creation,
but as a process of degradation resulting from greed and ultimately misknowledge. For the

Buddhists, social distinction is at its best and least oppressive a compromise, and in its

0 See Gombrich 1992, p. 163.

*! See Heesterman's essay “Brahmin, Ritual, and Renouncer” (1985:26-44).
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worse and more oppressive forms an inexcusable social evil, resulting from the greed, ill
will and stupidity (in the sense of ignorance of the laws of causality) of those who
propagate it.

Just as the purusasiikta cosmogony implies a social order, so too does this alter-
cosmogony suggest an alternate social order, a path for social action. That myth can do
more than simply describe and bolster the given social order was argued by Lynch, who
following Geertz pointed out that “myths provide not just models of reality but also models
for reality. They have a conative function because of motivation they can engender and
because of the strategic analysis of social situations which they can provide to those who
believe in them.™™*?

The social order commended in this text is still based on kingly rule, but a
moderated kingly rule. It is not a rule, as prescribed in the dharmasastras, subordinated to
the brahmins and in their interest, wherein the duty of a king (rajadharma) was largely the
maintenance of social order. Instead, as Tambiah has shown in his masterful 1976
monograph, the Buddhist critique of the varna ideology was joined to a concomitant
redefinition of kingly authority; rather than talking about the duty of the king ( rajadharma),
which included the use of force to suppress dissent against the varna ideology, the king’s
duty was to be righteous, to be a dharmaraja.

In attempting to redefine the role of the king the Buddhists perhaps sought to
dislodge the brahmins from positions of political authority, since, according to Inden, both
brahmins and kings were held to possess lordship,* albeit in separate fields.** Tambiah
has pointed out that in the Brahmanical system the Brahman is given a central position,

mediating between the figure of the king and the renunciant (sannydasin), between mastery

“2 Lynch 1972:111. Concemning Geertz's formulation of religious symbols as both models of and models
for reality see Geertz 1973, pp. 93-125.

* See Inden 1985, pp. 172-77. This seems to suggest that Dumont’s thesis that religious and political
authority were separate is inaccurate, as Tambiah (1972), for example, suggested.

*“ Concerning the tension between the brahmin and the king see Heesterman 1985, pp. 109-27.
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of the world and spiritual mastery. In the Buddhist model, however, the king as
dharmaraja takes the center stage, with the Brahmin demoted to court functionary, and the
renunciant the Buddhist bhiksu, who was to be supported and protected by the king, and
who in turn provided a “field of merit” (punyaksetra) for the king and other lay patrons.*’
It appears that this model was adopted by the Mauryan state, particularly as

exemplified by Asoka, and it remained influential in India at least until the time of Harsa in
the seventh century. Inden has argued, in an important 1979 article, that the imperial model
entailed a shift from the Vedic sacrifice to the Buddhist ceremony of the “Great Gift”
(mahadana) as a central, unifying imperial cult.*® The importance of king Asoka,*” who is
the model in Buddhist literature for the exemplary king, cannot be underestimated, and he is
exemplary in part because of his perfection of the mahadana rite as a legitimization for his
rule.*®

The mahadana was understood by Buddhists as being an alternative to the bloody
srauta sacrifices. Such is the point of the Kitadanta Sutta,* in which the Buddha is
portrayed as convincing a wealthy brahmin householder to release thirty-five hundred

animals he was about to sacrifice, and offer instead a vegetarian feast for the monks at the

very site of the planned sacrifice. As the mahadana was accepted as the imperial paradigm,

“ See Tambiah 1985b, pp. 104-107. This case is also argued at much greater length in his 1976
monograph.

* Inden argued that “the crystallization of this imperial structure under Asoka (c. 273-236 BC) was marked
by an important cultic shift. He did not take the ‘revealed’ Vedic sacrifice as the central cult of the empire
but instead established a form of Buddhist ceremonial as its central cult, thereby making Buddhism the
dominant, encompassing religion in the cultural-symbolic constitution of his empire.” (1979:132)

*" There have been attempts by some Indian scholars, such as Dutt (1962) and Thapar to downplay Asoka’s
commitment to Buddhism, an effort which may not be unrelated to the attempts at that time to reinvent
Asoka as a role model for modern India, as symbolized by the adoption of Asoka’s lion capital from his
edict pillar found at Samnath as the symbol for the state of India. These attempts, however, have been duly
criticized as unwarranted by Tambiah (1976, pp. 59 ff.).

* Concerning Asoka and the mahadana ceremony see Strong 1979 and 1983.

*» Digha Nikaya 5, trans. in Walshe 1987, pp. 133-41.
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the srauta sacrifice was effectively marginalized.”® The Buddhist critique of the violence of
the sacrifices led to a marginalization of the Brahmanic tradition, and that

This shift from the ‘revealed’ (srauta) or ‘cosmoregal’ to the ‘traditional’
(smarta) or ‘domestic’ (grhya), from rites performed inside the cosmoregal
sacrificial enclosure to those performed outside it, was a cultural-political shift
from the encompassing, cosmic, and central, to the encompassed, parochial, and
peripheral. The imperial level and the universal center was silently but
dramatically conceded to Buddhism while the regional level and the parochial
periphery were taken up as the place of the Vedic cult, reformulated in the guise
of a traditional household cult and made morc or less consistent with requirements
set by the Buddhist cult at the center on issues such as animal slaughter. Biardeau
has suggested, with her usual insight, that hierarchization is the model for change
in Indian society.”® She had in mind that the Brahmanical tradition hierarchized
other traditions. Here, however, the reverse has happened. The older Vedic
sacrifice, once the central cult of the contending Aryan states of north India, has
itself been hierarchized and regionalized by Buddhism. The “great gift” ceremony
of Buddhism became the central ceremony of the imperial kingdoms of ancient
India and, so long as the Aryan states were included within it, they were confi