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Note on Transliteration

Standard diacritical marks have been used for transliterations of

Sanskrit words throughout this book, with the exception of names

of persons from the colonial and postcolonial period, contemporary

place names, and also for words where the sources (in English or

vernacular) ignore diacritics. So, for instance, references to the nine-

teenth-century Hindu saint Ramakrishna and his disciple Gauri

Ma are written without diacritical marks, as are references to the

sixteenth-century Koch king Naranarayan.
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Introduction

The Goddess on the Blue Hill of Kamakhya

In a well-known and delightfully graphic metaphor from India’s

classical philosophical tradition, prakrti, the feminine principle, or

nature, is likened to a dancing girl. As she dances, her physical charms

seduce the male spirit, puruqa, into the web of maya, an unending

circuit of desire, birth, and death. The purpose of her dance, actually,

is finally to dance him into boredom. She helps him to understand his

true nature by dancing and dancing until his desire to watch this

beautiful woman dance finally reaches a point of satiation. He gets

bored with the dance, and recognizing this, she gracefully withdraws.1

This image of the dance is exclusively scripted from the point of

view of the male spirit, puruqa. Prakrti’s dance functions solely to
serve his ends, both to delight him in the short term and ultimately to

lead him to an enlightenment that finally entails his bored rejection

of her. But what might her dancing look like from the other side of the

lens? Does the primordial female as dancer live only to please and then

wait for the male spectator to become bored and reject her dancing?

In the northeast region of India, in the state of Assam, a popu-

lar story suggests another angle to view the image of the dancing

woman who weaves an illusory web of maya with her dance. The

Goddess of Great Illusion, Maha-Maya, the Tantric goddess who

resides on the blue hill of Kamakhya, also dances.2 Known also as

Kamakhya Devı̄, she dances in her temple at Kamakhya, in Assam.

She dances for her own pleasure, with no spectators, when the tem-

ple doors are closed, so that no one can see her dance.



The priest Kendukalai, however, gains her favor because of his great de-

votion toward her and is allowed to watch her nightly dance. He, unfortunately,

tells the king, Naranarayan, of her dancing, and as a consequence incites the

king’s desire. Under pressure from the king, and to gain his favor, Kendukalai

arranges to have the king watch the goddess dance through a crack in the wall.

The goddess, of course, realizes what is going on and kills the unfaithful

priest,3 while the king and all his descendants are cursed to never be able to

have the sight (darsana) of the goddess at Kamakhya.4 To this day, the story

goes, when the king’s descendants come near the temple, they must carefully

keep a distance and hold an umbrella as a screen between themselves and the

temple.5

Both of these women dance, and in dancing, spin an enchanting web of

motion for those who watch. Yet the two stories differ in how they present why

and for whom the woman dances. In the classical Samkhya story, the woman

dancing serves themale puruqa’s interests. Prakrti, the primordial female, exists

to fulfill his goals; she herself is simply an object, first inciting his desire and

delight, and then his bored rejection. He is the center of the story, the subject

viewing the world, and the dancing revolves around his needs and desires.

As the image of prakrti in the metaphor avers, frequently woman in Hindu

culture is represented or imagined as object, the object of male desire and

male property (as we also find in the histories of Western cultures). As with

prakrti, her existence is meant to enhance and serve the interests of the other

half of the species. And while a number of scholars have suggested that lo-

cating a sense of female empowerment and feminism in Hinduism depends

upon establishing women’s agency,6 a generally typical view of woman pre-

sents her as the ‘‘second sex,’’ dependent upon male governance. It may not

be necessary to repeat here the often-quoted verse from Manu that stipulates

that a woman never be allowed independence, but instead that she should be

governed by her father in youth, her husband in the prime of life, and her son

in old age.7

When the goddess at Kamakhya dances, however, she dances for herself,

for her own delight. When she chooses, she may grant a vision of her dancing

to her devotee, but this vision of her dance is hers alone to give, and may not be

taken without her consent, at least not without dire consequences. The dif-

ference that the story of the goddess at Kamakhya encodes is a shift in the

role of the woman. The vantage point of subjectivity shifts to her as woman, as

a woman dancing. This goddess displays a subjectivity8 where she controls the

space of her dancing. Her actions tell us loudly that she understands her body

as her own, not the property of a male guardian or spectator. That is, neither

she nor her dancing serve the interests of either the king or the priest.9
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Certainly, this representation of this goddess is not a common repre-

sentation of women. She is a goddess, and beyond that, not a goddess who

defers to her spouse. We might compare her iconographic representation to

a well-known image that we find of the Goddess of Wealth, Lakqmı̄, where

Lakqmı̄, who is frequently represented as about a third of the size of her

husband, sits at his feet massaging them. In contrast, the goddess Kamakhya
sits on top, her consort Kamadeva below, in a spatial relation that illustrates her

power.

The goddess Kamakhya is especially well known as a Tantric goddess. That

is, often her devotees subscribe to a path designated as Tantra, a movement

whose origins are not entirely clear, but which likely began around the fifth

century ce, has continued through the present day, and has spanned a variety

of religious traditions, including especially Hinduism and Buddhism. Tantra,

in general, involves elaborate ritualization, and the traditions associated with

the goddess at Kamakhya tend also to involve the elements of Tantra known as

the ‘‘left-hand,’’ the ritual praxis associated with the use of illicit substances

such as liquor, and incorporating a rite involving sexual union. As her name

literally translates, the ‘‘Renowned Goddess of Desire,’’ the Tantric goddess at

Kamakhya is, not surprisingly, especially associated textually with the Tantric

rite of sexual union. Thus, when we find references in Tantric literature to rites

of sexual union, we also often find reference to the worship of the goddess at

Kamakhya, and Kamakhya itself as the preeminent place for the practice of

these rites.

Now, typically, we find that representations of goddesses follow a pattern

of bifurcation into benevolent goddesses who are married and subordinate to a

male husband, and malevolent goddesses who are independent from male

control and imagined as fierce.10 In this case, the goddess Kamakhya, the
Goddess of Love, is certainly benevolent; she could in no way be classified as

a fierce deity. Yet she nevertheless manages to maintain her independence.

She incorporates elements of the ‘‘fierce’’ goddesses, such as the acceptance of

blood sacrifice, and, at the same time, she does not get carried away on a violent

rampage, as Kalı̄ often does in stories when she kills in battle, but then cannot

stop her rage. Kamakhya’s embodiment as a goddess of love, on the other

hand, suggests benevolence, and her rage at the priest has a limit, as we saw in

the story above; she does not also kill the king. Thus in a curious way, she

manages to elude the dichotomy of these two categories, which typically hold

good elsewhere.

Powerful females in Hinduism often come in the shape of Tantric god-

desses. And we at times find the suggestion that powerful goddesses, on oc-

casion and in specific contexts, translate into empowered women.11 In fact, the
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image of the powerful female as Tantric goddess has made her a particular

object for appropriation by specific Western groups. For instance, as Rachel

McDermott notes, some advocates of Western feminism have seen in the dark

goddess Kalı̄ a model for advancing feminism in the West.12

However, even as we find these images of powerful goddesses in Tantra, it

is not expressly apparent that the Tantric focus on the goddess has resulted in

what we (as Western scholars) might recognize as an overt valorization of

women in Hindu society, or even in the context of Tantra.13 Even given the

widespread popular understanding of Tantra as generally espousing congenial

attitudes toward the empowerment of women, a careful examination of Tantric

texts reveals that they do not always reflect images of respect toward women or

a recognition of women as subjects in the way that we see men as subjects.14 In

fact, as we see below in chapter 1, one of the circa seventeenth-century texts

analyzed here itself explicitly brings up the topic of whether women can act as

agents and subjects within the Tantric rite. Certainly, the issue of woman’s

subjectivity is a charged topic, one that extends across the colonized and post-

colonial third world, and in the West as well.15

This book addresses the representation of woman’s subjectivity within one

Tantric context. Drawing from a group of texts associated with Kamakhya, we
find unexpected portraits of women and attitudes toward women. Even as they

are mixed within a contradictory potpourri of other views, these images afford

an intriguing recognition of women as subjects. A primary goal of this book is

to present these alternative images of women that we find. Aligned with this

are two other goals that this book aims to fill. I want to demonstrate that Tan-

tric literature is by no means monolithic in its views, particularly in its views

of women. That is, that Tantric literature is quite diverse and attention to this

diversity may be fruitful in advancing our understanding, particularly about

women’s various roles in Tantra. And, specifically in appendix 1, I address the

variety of attitudes toward women that we find among different Tantric texts.

Also, with this book, I especially address the problem of ‘‘talk’’ about

women. What does it mean to read ‘‘talk’’ about women in books written by

men in the seventeenth century, and what does it mean for us to talk about

women who lived centuries ago, when these women themselves are silent?

Thus, throughout this book I attend to ‘‘talk’’ about women: how this talk

confines and defines notions of women’s subjectivity, and with this, women’s

ability, or not, to speak and, finally, the implication of women’s bodies in their

speech.

The evidence I analyze for this study are all Sanskrit texts; all date to the

fifteenth through eighteenth centuries and are located in the region of north-

east India, and they have been, so far, not included in the current discussion
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in Western scholarship on women’s roles in Tantra. The image of women

they offer counters the picture of woman as object serving male interests,

which the image of prakrti we saw above presents. These texts borrow from

other Tantric texts, and at the same time we find that they present some-

thing new; we find in them an articulation of an alternative attitude toward

women, which contrasts not only with what we find generally in Hindu texts

but also with what we find generally in other Tantric texts as well. Appendix 1

discusses the sources used in great detail, and appendix 2 offers a synopsis of

the primary text I use, the Great Blue Tantra (Brhannı̄la Tantra).

Representations of Women

Given both the gaps in our historical understanding of northeast India in the

fifteenth through eighteenth centuries, and the materials we do have avail-

able,16 and given that these Tantric texts, which tell us that they contain secret

information, are not necessarily normative in their views, it is difficult to

ascertain to what degree these Tantric texts influenced public attitudes toward

women.

To illustrate the difficulty here we may draw from an example taken from a

different context. In her research on rivers, Anne Feldhaus notes that the view

given by women, especially lower-caste women, diverges dramatically from that

given by male Brahmins (and presumably, though not certainly, Brahmins or

higher-caste males would have been the ones writing the late medieval texts

utilized for this study). She notes that her male informants and her female

informants often presented entirely disparate descriptions of the same slice of

a riverbank.17One wonders if the texts we have here similarly miss whole slices

of life because they were likely authored by only one particular segment of

society, and that if lower-caste women had been authors of these texts, they

might have given an entirely different perspective.

This problem is further complicated by the fact that these texts, which

purport to be secret texts revealing ritual and social practices connected with

the Tantric rite of sexual union, are just the sort of behavior that tends not to

be recorded in public records in any case. Further, it would be difficult to argue

that the evidence I present here records in any verifiable way women in their

own voices,18 or even to assess the degree to which what we find in these tex-

tual sources was reflected in historical practices. What we do have are images

of women from Assamese histories, portraits gleaned from the British, and

records left by the extraordinarily successful devotional movement to Viqpu
that began in the fifteenth century. These sources offer evidence that can help
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to corroborate and explain what we find, but the evidence tends to be cir-

cumstantial.

This book does not propose to reconstruct actual practices from the his-

torical context of seventeenth- or eighteenth-century Tantric circles in north-

east India. Certainly, it may help us to know that a woman, Prathamesvarı̄,
ruled in an area of this region in the early eighteenth century and may have

supported some of the writers and readers of the texts consulted here with her

patronage of goddess-centered Tantra. We offer here instead a study of the

textual representation of women. That is, we address the propagation of dis-

course. By this I mean that we look at the ways in which women are talked

about and how this talk functions as a means for constructing identities in a

network of social relations that can be read as encoding relations of social

power. I address the method I use in greater detail below.

As I note in chapter 2 regarding the rite of sexual union, with only textual

sources as evidence, we actually only ever see ‘‘talk’’ about women, always a

step (or more) removed from women’s actual lives. What we find reveals the

contours of the shadows left by women. Not the voices of women speaking,

but, on the other hand, neither simple fabrication. Rather, we see traces re-

flected in an image, a representation of woman configured through a lens.

If the attention to discourse only indirectly offers us a portrait, one lens

into this world, what it presents is nevertheless extremely valuable, both for the

insights it offers as discourse and for the very challenge it presents to nor-

mative representations of women. That is, these texts reflect the emergence of

a discourse addressing social relations between the genders, and I suggest that

their importance lies in the difference, as discourse, that they offer to nor-

mative classifications.

In conjunction with this, part of my goal involves a dialectical engagement

with these texts. When I first began this study with the arduous work of

reading through a number of Sanskrit texts that have not yet been translated, I

initially expected to find what I had encountered elsewhere in both primary19

and secondary sources—occasional references towoman,mostly venerating her

as a cosmic principle, especially as the goddess Kupdalinı̄ in the spine. How-

ever, I was surprised.

Instead I discovered interesting deviations from other Tantric represen-

tations of women. A few examples are the subtle rescripting of women as ‘‘pure

spirit’’ instead of the more typical image of woman as body and matter, a strik-

ing deviation from the more usual male as spirit and female as body that we

have come to expect from writing before the twentieth century in both India

and the West.20 Also we find images of women as gurus, as we see in chapter 1;

images where woman takes the role of subject rather than object, as we see in
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chapter 2; and a move away from a notion of woman as objects for male gain, as

we see in chapter 3.

Asmany specialists in Tantra know, Sanskrit Tantras are frequently not the

most aesthetically appealing literary specimens. They often present a frustrating

hodgepodge of elements, discussions that abruptly trail off, long and obscure

(sometimes purposely so) descriptions of rites and mantras, at times embel-

lished with confusingly incorrect grammar. Many of the insights I found most

compelling were casually woven through a mishmash of complex ritual pre-

scriptions in a literary form quite alien to twenty-first-century Western literary

expectations. The insights and positive images of women gleaned from these

texts are in no way glaring or highlighted. Hidden in some respects in these

texts, and never presented with the eloquence of a writer like the brilliant

eleventh-century thinker, Abhinavagupta, they are, nevertheless, striking enough

to present irresistible evidence for thinking about how both we and these au-

thors from the fifteenth through the eighteenth centuries might map gender.

So even as these images of women do not dominate within the complex

profusion of diverse elements and topics we find in these texts, their very de-

viance from normative representations makes them especially interesting as a

point of study. This study then is not a study of these texts as a whole. I parti-

cularly focus on those elements that lend themselves to a theoretical engage-

ment on issues of gender.

So in some cases, as for instance, in chapter 3, which addresses the wife as

the preferred partner for the Tantric rite of sexual union, I focus explicitly on

the unusual presentation of the wife as the partner precisely because it offers a

contrasting view of woman and one that offers space for conceptual reflection

on issues of gender, even though it is admittedly only found in two of the eight

texts I consult here.21

Along these lines, one major goal of this study is to tease out the deeper

theoretical implications inherent in these representations of woman. The first

chapter, most explicitly, details representations of women in a straightforward

fashion. However, the following chapters all offer greater reflection upon how

what we find in these texts may impact our own ways of thinking about gen-

der, as well as how our ways of thinking about gendermight apply to the insights

offered by these texts, especially as implicated in notions of women’s speech.

Specifically, we see particular, and in some cases uncommon, views of

gender that may help us to think about gender for the West. For instance, in

chapter 1, alongside the more common and typical understanding of gender as

a male-female binary, we see also a model that offers the category of women as

one among four other groups, a separate group classed along with the four

other castes. Thinking of gender in these more complicated terms may help to
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rescript our own ideas away from an agonistic model, which the notion of two

often entails.22

Similarly, in chapters 2 and 3 we note how the rite of sexual union is con-

figured to move away from a model where women function as objects for male

gain or male property. And, in chapter 2, where we examine the rite of sexual

union, we note also a shift away from a model of male ascetic mastery over

the body and over women. Interestingly, while much Tantric practice promises

precisely a mastery over the body and the physical elements, the practice of

revering women, which I discuss in chapter 1, does not offer magical power

over the body or the elements, but simply promises eloquence in speech.

In chapter 4 we examine a myth that discusses the birth of the feminine

mantra (vidya). In this myth we find that feminine speech is ‘‘bodied’’ speech,

incorporating a fusion of the word and the dancing-bodied goddess named by

the word, a fusion that entails a disruption of the notion of the logocentricity of

language. And in chapter 5 we see a myth where the Blue Goddess of Speech is

silenced through male violence. With this we find a way of viewing the viola-

tion of woman that does not either blame or stigmatize the woman for being

the object of male violence. These visions from a precolonial period in India

offer food for thought in our own twenty-first-century attempts to think and

rethink gender.

We also notice a coherency that gets articulated in different registers—on

the level of explicit statements on woman and women, on the level of ritual

gesture, and on the level of narrative, that is, in stories that reflect images of

woman. Thus, we see that what the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ discussed in chapter 1 en-

codes prescriptively, in its eschewal of all rules except treating women with

respect, the rite addressed in chapter 2 encodes gesturally, for instance, through

the ritual placement of male and female bodies. Likewise, the story of Vasiqtha,
with its repudiation of male ascetic mastery, which we address in chapter 2,

metaphorically enacts this through narrative.

Throughout, I address this issue of representation from two angles, from

what these texts say about women and from what they say about goddesses.

Both of these angles are important, especially since at times we find the sug-

gestion that the two categories are incommensurable.23 At this point I will de-

scribe the forms these representations of women take.

How Women Are Represented as Subjects

I mentioned earlier that the particular strand of Tantra I discuss here presents

an exception to what we find elsewhere in Hindu Sanskrit sources, and even to
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what we find in Hindu Tantric sources. This different attitude toward women

gets recorded in three distinct ways. The first is relatively straightforward; it

consists of explicit pronouncements. This includes statements that explicitly

include women in active and important roles, such as women as gurus. This

also includes statements enjoining that women should be initiated. The ex-

amples I draw from expressly affirm a space for women as actors in any case

textually, and for women occupying socially important roles traditionally only

available to men.24 Here one might also mention rites like that which we find

in the Sarvavijayi Tantra, a text mostly concerned with herbal spells, which at

one point, however, clearly addresses a woman practitioner, telling her how to

perform a ritual, using a variety of substances like lemons, lotus flowers, and so

on, in order to get control over her husband and make him her slave.25

The second manner in which women are recognized as subjects con-

sists of explicit statements according either respect or importance or both to

women.26 For instance, as we see in chapter 1, we find textual prescriptions

for treating women with respect and which declare women’s particular facility

in mastering mantras as a reason for treating women with respect. Also inc-

luded in this second category are physical, gestural statements of reverence for

women, such as bowing to awoman,which, incidentally,we donot find in earlier,

more well-known texts such as the Kularpava Tantra or the Kaulajñananirpaya.
I link the physical gesture with the statement of praise since these types of

statements are proximate in the texts. These I discuss in chapter 1 and again in

chapter 2 in the context of a version of the rite of sexual union that works

to recode attitudes toward women and diverges from earlier presentations of

the rite.

In this second category, women are not depicted expressly as actors, but

are talked about in terms that praise women and prescribe that the practitioner

should treat women in ways that respect women’s bodies and wishes. This

again, is not common in earlier Tantric texts like the Kularpava Tantra or the

Kaulajñananirpaya. This, I suggest, placeswomen in the role of subject, through

the view, however, of the texts’ (likely, though not certainly, male) authors.

The third category consists of images we find of women and the feminine

via story. An analysis of these stories, especially focusing on the attitudes to-

ward females, in this case goddesses, reveals much of interest regarding male

responses to the feminine and women. Most of these stories come from the

Brhannı̄la Tantra (the ‘‘Great Blue Tantra’’), a long text and the primary text

consulted for this study. A synopsis of this text is included in appendix 2.

The characters in these stories, as we often find elsewhere in Tantric litera-

ture, are composed almost exclusively of otherworldly personages, gods, god-

desses, and demons. At the same time the stories present templates for human
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behavior. Just as the myth of the god Siva’s beheading of the god Brahmamore

generally acts as a prototype for human behavior for the sect of the skull-

carrying Kapalikas,27 similarly the stories we encounter, of Vasiqtha in chap-

ter 2, of the gods in chapter 4, and of the Blue Goddess of Speech in chapter 5,

instantiate a prescriptive model that would presumably be adopted by the

human devotees of these deities.

One interesting feature to note here is that some of these images surprise

us. For instance, in chapter 5 we address the story of how the Goddess of

Speech turns blue. In this story, while the Blue Goddess of Speech functions as

an independent goddess, not the consort of another male god, she also is not

a fierce goddess, nor a physically impervious or powerful warrior goddess.28

Rather, the myth depicts her frailty—without making her a consort of a male

god—and counsels a humane way of treating a woman, in this case the Blue

Goddess of Speech, who is unable to fend off male violence.

In what follows below, first we briefly look at the Sanskrit texts consulted

for this study. These are addressed in much greater detail in appendix 1, and

I offer a synopsis of the primary text used, The Great Blue Tantra (Brhannı̄la
Tantra), in appendix 2. Following this I offer a brief description of each of the

book’s chapters. After this I address methodological issues, including the ques-

tion of how to read texts for images of gender when the texts are presumably

not authored by women and the methodological influences for this study.

Sources

The texts I cite here are all Sanskrit Tantric texts—titularly self-identified as

Tantras, and also contain explicitly Tantric elements29: ritual prescriptions, dis-

cussion of the six Tantric acts,30 emphasis on mantras, aspects they share with

other Tantric texts. They are also generally classified as Tantric texts in the ex-

tant scholarship.31

However, the group of texts I analyze here, and especially the Brhannı̄la
Tantra, offers an uncommon view of women, and, along with this, a systematic

and coherent cultivation of a respectful attitude toward women. This attitude is

designated as part of a specific practice centered around women called the

‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ which I discuss below. This view and attitude toward women is

not typically presented among the many and various texts generally classified

as Hindu Tantric texts in Sanskrit, even as we at times in some earlier Tantric

texts see snippets reflecting inchoate precursors to elements of the view we

find in the texts consulted here. In appendix 1 I discuss the texts used here and

the differences they present to other texts. And, of course, the group of texts
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consulted here offers a view that differs from classical Sanskrit texts, such as,

for example, Manu’s Dharma Sastra and what we find in Vedic Sanskrit texts.32

I should emphasize that these texts, like many other Tantric texts, probably had

several compilers and certainly present a tangled weave of all sorts of ritual,

social, and philosophic prescriptions.

The main text I draw from for this study is: (1) Brhannı̄la Tantra (BT), a

256-page text based in part on an earlier and shorter published version entitled

the Nı̄la Tantra (NT).33 I analyze this long text extensively and draw most of

the myths I discuss below from this text. Appendix 2 offers a synopsis of the

Brhannı̄la Tantra. I also draw from a selection of other texts, especially in out-

lining the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ in chapter 1. These texts include:

2. Cı̄nacara Tantra (CT)

3. Gandharva Tantra (GT)

4. Gupta Sadhana Tantra (GST)

5. Maya Tantra (MT)

6. Nı̄lasarasvatı̄ Tantra (NST)

7. Phetkaripı̄ Tantra (PhT)

8. Yoni Tantra (YT)34

These texts share a number of formal features, suggesting that we understand

them in terms of a particular historical movement. Their common features

pertain to:

(a) location. I discuss this in greater detail in appendix 1.

(b) approximate dating. I discuss this also in greater detail in appendix 1.

Further, all the texts consulted include some mention of ‘‘left-handed’’

Tantra, that is, specifically, the inclusion of the five substances known as the

Five ‘‘Ms.’’ The ‘‘Five Ms’’ are a list of five socially illicit elements used in

the transgressive ritual. Each of the words in Sanskrit begins with the letter m.

The list includes meat (mamsa), fish (matsya), liquor (madya), parched grain

(mudra), and sexual intercourse (maithuna). In chapter 3 I also discuss an in-

teresting variation of this list of five substances found in the BT, but not else-

where among Tantric texts.

Most of these texts consider the pilgrimage site of Kamakhya in Assam as

preeminent, and include a panegyric to Kamakhya.35 As we see in chapter 2,

the story where Vasiqtha learns the rite of sexual union as part of the practice

of revering women takes place in Kamakhya. Also, the title for the Brhannı̄la
Tantra, which translates as the ‘‘Great Blue Tantra,’’ refers on the one hand to

the Blue Goddess of Speech, but is also likely a reference to the Blue Hill

(Nı̄la parvata, Nı̄lacala) in Kamakhya, particularly since this text references the
blue hill in Kamakhya.36 In the myth that tells of the genesis of Kamakhya,
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the god Siva, in his grief over the death of his wife Satı̄, wanders all over the

continent of India, carrying his wife’s dead body on his shoulders while the

god Viqpu sneaks behind him chopping off the limbs of Satı̄’s corpse one by

one, to remove the visible emblem of Siva’s grief. As the limbs fall to earth, the

sex organ of the goddess Satı̄ lands in Kamakhya. Where it falls the earth turns

blue and becomes known as the Blue Hill.

Another common feature we see is a particular practice that entails getting

rid of all rules except for one: treating women with veneration and respect.This

practice, called the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ is discussed in chapter 1.

We see also one unique verse, replicated across several texts within this

genre, but which I have not come across elsewhere either in general Hindu

sources or in general Sakta sources, such as the Devı̄ Mahatmya. This verse

reads ‘‘women are Gods, women are the life breath.’’ Notably, many of these

texts reference the Devı̄ Mahatmya and some, such as the Maya Tantra (3.12–

3.20) directly quote theDevı̄ Mahatmya.37Nor have I found the verse elsewhere

among Hindu Tantric sources—and not even in much earlier Tantric sources

such as the Kulacudamapi Tantra (KCT) or the Kularpava Tantra (KuT), from

which some of these eight texts borrow extensively. Given the verse’s repetition

across several texts, and given that many of these texts do borrow from older

sources, what is probably most interesting is the singular absence of this verse

elsewhere among older Hindu Tantric sources, and particularly its absence in

other ‘‘left-handed’’ Tantric texts not from this time period. While the verse is

not reproduced in all of the texts consulted here, it nevertheless nearly always

accompanies, when it is found, the elements of the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ which we

find in these eight texts.

Also with some variation, and greater or lesser frequency the same god-

desses keep popping up. Particularly important are Nı̄lasarasvatı̄ (the Blue God-

dess of Speech), Tara/Taripı̄, and Kalı̄.
Finally, one more point of interest—these texts have not been translated

yet into English, or other European languages,38 however all of them have been

published in India. Several have been published multiple times; for instance,

the Brhannı̄la and its earlier version, the Nı̄la Tantra, has been published five

times since the 1880s, and the Gandharva Tantra four times. That none are

manuscripts suggests that at least for an indigenous audience they have been

considered important enough to merit space on the printed page—and from

a publisher’s point of view, an expectation of an audience in India inter-

ested in buying these texts, an expectation voiced also in the eminent Tantric

scholar V. V. Dvivedi’s mention of the popularity (lokapriyata) of several of
these texts.39
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In appendix 1 I discuss in much greater detail the sources consulted for

this study, and why I chose these texts and not other Tantric texts. Briefly here,

I examined a number of other Tantric texts in the course of this research and

found that Tantric texts are by no means uniform in their attitudes toward

women. One finds a variety of views and some of the differences may be

attributable to when and where the texts were written. Earlier texts in particular

present important differences from a later text like the BT. For instance, a

number of earlier texts, such as those referenced by David White in his superb

study on Tantra,40 present images of women that are more tangibly ambiva-

lent, with women as dangerous devouring females. In appendix 1 I compare

the texts consulted here to other Tantric texts and locate these texts within the

context of other Tantric writing, as well as discuss how the historical context of

the time and region may have facilitated what we find in these texts.

The Cast of Goddesses

All of these texts are framed as a dialogue between the god Siva and his wife

Parvatı̄. Nearly always the role of the interlocutor is limited to a simple

question that occasions a long discourse given usually by the god Siva. Within

this outer frame we sometimes find stories recounted where the goddess is

instructing a god, either Siva or Brahma or a sage, usually Vasiqtha or Narada.
Vasiqtha is important because, as we saw earlier, he has a crucial role in the

propagation of the sexual practice associated with Kamakhya. The presence of
Narada indicates a Vaiqpava connection.41 Also, occasionally the frame itself

has the goddess instructing the god Siva.42 In this respect we also at times

find traces of older versions cropping up where the primary narrator of a text

shifts without warning and we suddenly have the goddess giving instruction

to Siva, which is often then swallowed up in another gender-bending shift

where the male god abruptly becomes the narrator again.43 These confused

traces, these moments where the voice of authority shifts its gender not only

suggest that the texts were compilations transformed through various incar-

nations but also that some of these texts’ redactors had conflicting ideas about

which gender could most appropriately reveal the teachings of these secret

Tantras.

The bulk of these texts are devoted to ritual prescriptions; some space is

also given over to telling myths about deeds performed by the goddesses and

gods. In most of the myths presented, it is primarily a goddess who wields the

power and who saves the gods from all sorts of calamities, with an occasional
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exception. I discuss one particular exception in chapter 5 where Viqpu fulfills

the role of saviour. More specifically, however, not all goddesses fulfill this

role. Rather, only a few goddesses possess incomparable sovereignty, chiefly,

in this group of texts, Nı̄lasarasvatı̄ (the Blue Goddess of Speech), Tara/Taripı̄,
and Kalı̄. These three particular goddesses, the Blue Goddess of Speech, Tara/
Taripı̄, and Kalı̄ are seen as a unity. One should never, the BT declares, see

these three goddesses as separate from one another unless one wants to risk

going to hell (BT 22.171). Tara/Taripı̄ and Nı̄lasarasvatı̄/Nı̄la here (BT 2.46)

and elsewhere are seen as nearly identical, both in the visualizations of these

two and in the frequent interchange of their names, although the Blue God-

dess of Speech is on occasion visualized with blue eyes, unlike Tara.44 Though
the BT enjoins us to see these three as one, Kalı̄ appears to be slightly less

identified with these two goddesses; Tara and the Blue Goddess of Speech are

usually visualized as young and full bodied, while Kalı̄ is more frequently

imagined as unattractively skinny. In appendix 2 I give a long visualization of

the Blue Goddess of Speech, also called Taripı̄ in this context. Also of interest,

we find that the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ mentioned above, for the CT, should be fol-

lowed in the worship of Kalı̄ and Tara, whereas in the worship of Bhairavı̄ and

Sundarı̄, a different procedure applies (CT 2.37–2.38). Also, the Blue Goddess

of Speech and Tara are frequently glossed as the ‘‘Goddess of Great Illusion,’’

Maha-Maya, and this name is also connected to the goddess Kamakhya, the
‘‘Renowned Goddess of Desire.’’

Occasionally added to this list are Tripura, Aniruddha-Sarasvatı̄ (the un-

stoppable Goddess of Speech), Annapurpa, the Goddess of Food, and the god-

dess Kamakhya as a form of both Kalı̄, Tripura, the Goddess of Great Illusion,

that is, Maha-Maya, and, less frequently, Bhairavı̄. One also finds references to
the well-known list of ten goddesses, the dasamahavidya. The story of the birth
of the feminine mantra (vidya) likely refers to this group of goddesses, and

indeed Tara, Tripura, and Kalı̄ are often members of this list, yet as a group of

ten they are only occasionally mentioned and not central to the ritual proce-

dure, while the Blue Goddess of Speech, Tara, and Kalı̄ are specifically and

consistently accorded a place of eminence.

Contents of the Chapters

Briefly here I will summarize the contents of the chapters that follow this

introduction. In chapter 1 we address women as actors within the context of

the group of texts consulted here. In particular, I examine a form of Tantric
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practice, named the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ represented in these texts from the fif-

teenth through eighteenth centuries, which attaches importance to women’s

abilities in spiritual pursuits—acknowledging women as practitioners and as

gurus and which advocates treating women with respect.45 The representation

of women as actors suggests a social space beyond the text, and interacting

with the texts, which, in turn, influences the writers of these texts to incorpo-

rate women in these roles in the writing. In a circuit of mutual influence, this

writing both sanctions these attitudes toward women and directs the readers of

these texts to implement these images of women as gurus and practitioners.

While we must acknowledge that these textual representations of women act-

ing in powerful, socially important roles remain textual images, nevertheless

they institute a discourse, a kind of ‘‘talk’’ about women that sets up the terms

for redefining women’s identities in ways that point to women as subjects.

In this chapter I also present evidence that suggests that the model for

understanding the veneration of women in these texts finds a parallel in the

veneration of the Brahmin. This model, which likens women as a class to the

Brahmin, is important especially because it offers a model of gender that is not

based upon a binary. Of the five chapters in this book, this is the most straight-

forward in its presentation of evidence, since it uses explicit statements about

women’s position in society.

The rite of sexual union is a part of the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ discussed in

chapter 1. Chapter 2 addresses the Tantric rite of sexual union as we find it in

the BT. In this chapter I present a case against the current prevalent scholarly

notion that sex in Tantra universally functions to construct women as objects

for male gains. I suggest that we find in this group of texts a configuration of

the Tantric rite that reimagines its Tantric attitude toward women. Rather than

a scenario where women are the means through which male practitioners

attain some goal, the rite depicted here functions to place the woman in the

subject position. In this context we also find that the rite moves away from a

notion of ascetic mastery over the body and women.

This chapter also especially explores the theoretical dimensions of what it

means to portray a rite involving sex in a textual source. As Raheja and Gold

note in their research on women’s songs, language about sex—what one male

informant called ‘‘obscene’’ language—was frequently used in women’s songs

to ‘‘voice potent critiques of prevailing gender ideologies.’’46 In the somewhat

different context explored here, ‘‘talk’’ about sex functions also to reconfigure

gendered hierarchies. This chapter is consequently very much about how we

enact identity, and especially about how sex and language—and language

about sex—gets employed in this process.
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Chapter 3 analyzes an uncommon practice found in the BT and the GT,

which prefers the wife as partner in the Tantric rite of sexual union. Through

this particular representation of the rite we see that what is ‘‘transgressive’’

about the wife as partner is a disruption of normative relations between the

genders. This disruption recodes the rite of sexual union as a social subversion

and one that occurs in terms of gender. That is, the articulation of the female as

an unassimilable difference, rather than the act of sex with one’s wife, is what

makes this rite ‘‘illicit.’’ Especially in this chapter I discuss the representation of

woman as the sign of what is different from the male, and that the responses to

this difference in this rite are not to erase the difference by making women fit

into the bipolar categories of either independent ‘‘witches’’ or docile, depen-

dent ‘‘good wives.’’ The bipolar categorization keeps these two categories sep-

arate and opposed. Here in this chapter we find how in the rite with the wife

the two categories come to be integrated. This chapter indirectly addresses the

issue of women’s speech, through looking at underlying ways that meaning

gets constructed through this rite, which offers an alternative to a bipolar sys-

tem of categorization. Related to this, and a consequence of it, is that the advo-

cacy of the wife as partner in the Tantric rite of sexual union undoes the more

typical coding of women as male property.

Chapter 4 takes up issues addressed in chapter 2 with language about sex,

and in chapter 3 with the identity of the wife as a faithful wife, a satı̄. Spe-

cifically, chapter 4 examines feminine magical speech, the vidya. We look at a

myth in the BT, which tells the tale where the Blue Goddess of Speech gives

birth to the feminine word, twelve goddesses who are bodied speech (vidya).
Here we explore the relationship between the female body and language coded

as feminine. In this context feminine magical speech, as vidya, links both with

notions of the body and with bodied feminine speech as performative speech.

Here also we examine some of the BT’s statements about the feminine prin-

ciple of nature, and how in the BT both nature and speech coded as feminine

undermine a notion of logocentricity. The vision that the BT presents here

is an interesting and uncommon valorization of nature as feminine (prakrti),
which is otherwise in the classical Indian tradition devalued as insentient

matter.

Chapter 5 expands the discussion of women’s speech by looking at a myth

in the BT that literally enacts the silencing of the Goddess of Speech. With this

myth, which tells the tale of how the Blue Goddess of Speech became blue, we

see an implicit discourse on violence toward women. What we find in this

precolonial myth is a poignant sensitivity to the problem of violence toward

women and how this violence makes speech an impossibility. A mute world
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ensues. Especially, this myth offers the possibility of an alternative response to

violence toward women. To flesh out the differences this myth’s response

proposes, I compare it to a British response to violence toward women in the

colonial period.

Chapter 5 suggests a notion of woman as subject by taking the perspective

of the woman in instances of violence toward women. The myth from the BT

told here subverts our initial narrative expectations. That is, the story of an

abduction of a woman typically unfolds a tale of masculine heroics, where the

male hero, through his prowess, wins back the woman as prize, which, as we

cannot help noting, encodes the woman throughout as property, object as

prize. Instead, the story in the BT takes a different tack, one that shifts to the

perspective of the woman and her response, her feelings and anxieties about

loss incurred through male violence on her person. In this sense we see the

subjectivity of woman by seeing the story with its ramifications through her

eyes.

Within this book, this chapter in particular offers what A. K. Ramanujan

sees as a thematic element of women’s stories, that is, stories told for and to

women. The defining element of women’s stories is that they address concerns

that women have, as opposed to men’s concerns.47 Here, the story focuses on

violence to women, but, more than this, in this context, the notion of violence

and defilement is especially coded as a theme that concerns women: the loss

of physical beauty. The resolution the tale offers is particularly humane, and

one that recognizes women as subjects rather than objects in the drama of

violence.

Following a short conclusion are two appendixes. Appendix 1 offers a de-

tailed analysis of representations of women across a spectrum of Tantric texts,

to help situate the texts selected for this study. Appendix 2 gives a synopsis

of the Brhannı̄la Tantra, the primary text used for this study.

Each of the chapters in this book addresses a distinct though related mani-

festation of women’s subjectivity, especially as it becomes configured within

issues of speech about women and the relationship between women’s speech

and their bodies. Two of the chapters here, chapter 3 on wives as the prefer-

red partner for the rite of sexual union, and chapter 2 on this rite, which is a

focal part of the Kalı̄ Practice, explicitly address women’s identity constructed

through sexuality. As Doranne Jacobson and SusanWadley note, the themes of

‘‘female chastity and control of sexuality . . . are crucial elements of any dis-

cussion of women in India,’’48 and I think that the link we find in the group

of texts used here between the rite of sexual union and a reimagining of

women’s status is not merely coincidental, but an integral connection. And, as
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I note in chapter 2, this connection emerges explicitly for the author of the BT,

where we find a link between the rite of sexual union and an ethic against war.

In this sense the construction of gender participates in a larger social and

political discourse.

One point I should make here: while I would not rule out the possibility of

reading some portions of these texts’ depictions of rites and stories involving

women as metaphors for an esoteric practice cultivating a relationship with

the goddess or women as an inner principle, such as the kupdalinı̄,49 the

portions I have selected to analyze appear to be best read as exoteric rites

involving real people, that is, women, and cultivating external behaviors and

attitudes toward these other breathing, bodied humans. Unlike some texts

from the Srı̄ Vidya tradition, or some elements of the nondual Saiva traditions
from Kashmir that do, in fact, more readily lend themselves to an esoteric

reading of inner experience and goddesses, the portions of these texts I focus

on appear most coherent if one reads them as talking about actual rites in-

volving sexual practice.50 For these particular texts, adopting wholesale a

method for reading that esotericizes as metaphor the rites involving women

may avoid the uncomfortable suggestion that rites involving sex may have

actually occurred, but it does not do justice to these particular texts; what such

a reading does is, from the very outset, exclude even the possibility of seeing

these texts as traces marking the imprints of women as actors in this late

medieval society.

Methodology

To make mymethod clear it may be most transparent to begin by saying what I

am not doing. First, and probably most important, I am not looking for, or

trying to recover, women’s voices. This focal strategy of much feminist work is

eloquently argued by Miranda Shaw in her work on women’s roles in Tibetan

Buddhism. Outlining her strategy and goals for her study on women in medie-

val Buddhism, she tells us,

One of my operative principles is to view women as active shapers

of history and interpreters of their own experience rather than as

passive objects or the victims of history. Women had powers of as-

sent and dissent and were users and interpreters of symbols, per-

formers and innovators of ritual and meditation practices, writers and

teachers, religious specialists, and enlightened preceptors. My intent

has been insofar as possible to discover and present the agency,
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creativity and self-understanding of the women of Tantric

Buddhism. . . .Thus this study participates in an effort to recover

women’s own religious writings, views, practices, and self-

understanding.51

Shaw offers us with her work texts written by women and historical ac-

counts of women’s views of Tantric practices. By recovering women as writ-

ers of texts Shaw gives us images of women that overturn stereotypes of

women as passive, as objects used by male Tibetan practitioners. This attempt

to afford women agency by recovering their views, through their own words, is

an important strategy in feminist studies on gender, one that is widely used,

and one that I fully support, but one that is not particularly suited for the

sources I draw from. This ambiguity of the textual sources is not, however, the

primary reason why my strategy and goals differ from Shaw’s.

Yet in any case, to elucidate one difficulty encountered in recovering

women’s voices frommy anonymously authored texts, it may be useful to draw

from an argument that Wendy Doniger makes. For Doniger, gender is both too

simple and too blurry a category when it comes to mapping the complexity of

human relations. Men can at times feel and think and write like women and

women can feel and think and write like men, making it very difficult to

determine whose gendered voice we hear in an anonymous text. For Doniger,

‘‘it is time to stop asking whose voice is the author of the text’’52 because the

problems associated with the search are legion. For my group of texts, which

reflect complex and at times contradictory images, prescriptions, and stories,

and which likely had multiple anonymous authors, the problem is further

exacerbated.

Separate from this concern, and more to the point, with this study I espe-

cially focus upon the role that discourse plays in the construction of female

identity, a different sort of project than one seeking to present women’s voices.

That is, the goals and strategies of this book are different from those of Mir-

anda Shaw’s admirable and eloquent work especially because my interest in

these texts is less in finding and authenticating the voices of women in these

texts andmore in examining the dynamic of ‘‘talk’’ that maps the world into the

categories of gender in the first place.

By discourse I mean models that direct the coding of the terms into a

syntax, both linguistic and social, which orders the relations between the terms.

So words like ‘‘women’’ (striyah) and ‘‘the rite of sexual union’’ (lata sadhana,
maithuna) form elements of a conceptual framework, which affectively pre-

scribes the interaction between these terms. In my use of discourse especially

I want to highlight that, as used here, discourse allows for a fluid interaction

introduction 21



between the opaque and yet assumed presence of persons beyond the purview

of the text interacting with, internalizing, and negotiating identities through

the text’s articulations of identities. Here I find useful a definition that Raheja

and Gold give in articulating my own approach: ‘‘A discourse-centered ap-

proach’ to language and culture has been proposed as a perspective capable of

encompassing attention to the agency of particularly positioned speakers and

actors, to the relationship between culture as a system of shared meanings and

culture as a set of contested and negotiated meanings.’’53

Further, in my use of the notion of discourse, I want to highlight as well

how a discourse emerges through specific pronouncements, through stories

told in the texts, or through prescriptive discussions of how one should act,

both ritually and nonritually. In this sense discourse is a kind of ‘‘talk’’ that

enfolds within it a complex world of relations. I would stress as well that the

idea of discourse, especially conveyed through specific stories, entails the pos-

sibility of negotiating and shifting identities. Here again Raheja and Gold are

helpful when they suggest that discourse ‘‘views societies not primarily in

terms of structural fixities but in terms of the processes through which re-

lationships are constructed, negotiated, and contested.’’54

Keeping this in mind, I can begin to address here what I am doing. One

primary strategy I employ for this project is especially to highlight areas where

these medieval texts contest received portraits of women’s identities, in the

process negotiating new ways for us as scholars in the twenty-first century to be

open to the diversity of women’s images. So, for instance, I note in chapter

1 where the model of women does not follow the more typical gender binary,

and which does not lump women in with the lowest caste, sudras, but rather
where the model is rewritten. Similarly, chapter 2 explores a story in the CT

that offers a model of spiritual practice that rejects the pervasive stereotype of

practitioner as ascetic. Likewise, in chapter 3 the practice with the wife as

partner for the rite of sexual union offers a model that subverts the more

generally pervasive view of wives as property. Of the five chapters in this book,

the myth related in chapter 4 offers less by way of a contesting model in its

constructions of gender than the other chapters, since it relies upon a gendered

binary model in its assumptions about speech. However, even given the im-

plicit binary model, the myth addressed here, along with some of the BT’s

conceptual pronouncements on nature (prakrti, always feminine and aligned to

matter), undoes the negative stereotype more typically attached to women’s

speech and suggests a challenge to a logocentric opposition of the word and

the flesh. The myth explored in chapter 5 offers a renegotiation of women’s

identity by offering an atypical, and, we might add, uncommonly humanistic,

example for addressing violence to women.
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I would add that I am not offering intentionally provocative readings of

these texts; rather, I select specific elements from these texts, which add pro-

vocative food for thought for our own analyses of gender. One of my goals is to

tease out the ramifications of the ideas and representations of women, and

especially to map out representations of women’s abilities to speak, or not.

Having said all this, I should add that this project in one respect follows in

Shaw’s footsteps. That is, in chapter 1 I give evidence for the recognition of

women as gurus and as practitioners, something that Shaw finds in the Ti-

betan Buddhist context, even as the primary impetus of my work apart from

chapter 1 lies more in highlighting the creative reconfigurations of gender by

my texts’ authors. In short, however, this project seeks to complement both the

work by Shaw, as well as a number of other excellent studies that draw from

folk traditions, Sanskrit texts,55 vernacular texual traditions, and contemporary

traditions and insights gained from fieldwork, which offer us other models of

women through women’s voices. Ann Grodzins Gold and Gloria Goodwin

Raheja’s work on rural north India and Kathleen Erndl’s work have been

helpful examples for this author, and much other fine work in this regard

exists.56

My other goal with this book is to address the problem of ‘‘talk’’ about

women. That is, what does it mean to talk about women, for us today, and for

our (presumably) male authors on the other side of the world, several centuries

ago, when the women we talk about are not the authors and speakers of this

talk?57 Thus, the overarching hermeneutic that drives this project and emerges

within each of the chapters below is a return to the question of women’s talk

and especially how we find that women’s bodies are complicit in the ‘‘speak-

ing’’ and the lack of speaking that women do.

Each of the chapters below addresses the problems entailed in ‘‘talk’’ of or

about women and how this talk necessarily is implicated in women’s bodies.

Underpinning my hermeneutic are models and insights drawn especially from

the work of Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan and Judith Butler. With this, I begin

from the premise that the models of ‘‘imagined’’ women inform and form the

practices that ‘‘real’’ women engage in.

As Sunder Rajan articulates it:

Our understanding of the problems of ‘‘real’’ women cannot lie

outside the ‘‘imagined’’ constructs in and through which ‘‘women’’

emerge as subjects. . . .Culture then, viewed as the product of the

beliefs and conceptual models of society and as the destination where

the trajectory of its desires takes shape, as by which these are struc-

tured, is the constitutive realm of the subject. As a result, culture
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appears as the chief matter and consequence of dominant ideolog-

ical investment, powerfully coercive in shaping the subject; but

since it is also heterogeneous, changing and open to interpretation,

it can become a site of contestation and consequently of the re-

inscription of subjectivities.58

My contention here is that these Sanskrit texts, written by presumably

male authors, nevertheless stand as products reflecting and producing con-

ceptual models about women for this period. As cultural products they shape

understandings of women and as a consequence, as Sunder Rajan points out

in the quote above, they in turn may also contribute to shaping the articula-

tions of identities women make of themselves. Even as texts provide the terms

used in the articulation of self-identities, we also find that these identities are

challenged and reconceived. What is especially key about the Sanskrit texts I

draw from here is the way they also reinscribe and transform the images we see

of women’s subjectivity. Thus, I especially dwell upon the implications that

arise from the shifts in the models the texts give. These shifts alert us to the fact

that Tantric literature is diverse; this diversity extends to its representations

of women, and this very diversity points to the places where we might find

challenges contesting women’s images and rescripting women’s identities.

I should note here also that I use the terms subject and subjectivity not so

much as a designation of some sort of ‘‘real’’ entity—certainly there are con-

siderable philosophical and cultural problems entailed in assigning this notion

to a nonmodern, non-Western context. So, instead of this study being about

real or historical subjects, I, rather, point to a designation that signifies a slip-

pery but rhetorically and linguistically effective and prevalent category. That is,

we deal here with representations, imagined constructions that nevertheless

have the power to engender certain types of behaviors, and that here particu-

larly take on positive coding as venerable, powerful persons within a world of

social interactions.

With this, I do not make the larger claim of women expressing agency; that

would go beyond the evidence available here. Further, however, I think that

Butler’s problematization of the idea of a subject as originating agent in acts of

speech is useful in thinking about the problems entailed in notions of agency.

Butler suggests that our legal system imputes agency to the speaker where it

does not in fact exist. She suggests that speech, rather, always functions as a

recirculation of other speech, already spoken, inflected with variations in each

of its speakers. Thus speech does not point to an originating subject of that

speech, but instead to a subject who participates in an already given speech.59

Given the nature of our Tantric texts, with many authors and with statements
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borrowed from elsewhere, incorporated and variously inflected, her comments

seem especially apropos. Her problematization of the notion of the subject as

agent is one that is incorporated in the demarcation of the limits of this study.

With this, my contention is also that understanding women through repre-

sentations of them, rather than through an idea of agency, in its own way also

deconstructs a notion of women as ‘‘the victims of history’’ as Shaw offers in

the quote above.

Further, I focus especially on language, ‘‘talk’’ about women and the ways

in which women are able to speak, or not, because, like Butler, I see language

and the representations of women and their identities in language as funda-

mental in marking out the possibilities for women. That is, the representations

we have of women set the very terms of the possible for the roles that women

can take. As Butler puts it,

Who are ‘‘we’’ such that without language we cannot be, and what

does it mean ‘‘to be’’ within language? . . . If the subject who speaks

is also constituted by the language that she or he speaks, then lan-

guage is the condition of possibility for the speaking subject,

and not merely its instrument of expression. This means that the

subject has its own ‘‘existence’’ implicated in a language that pre-

cedes and exceeds the subject, a language whose historicity includes

a past and future that exceeds that of the subject who speaks. And

yet, this ‘‘excess’’ is what makes possible the speech of the subject.60

Thus, women as subjects in the texts I draw from are situated in a lan-

guage that is not their own, and yet the identities of women are constituted

through this language that precedes and excludes them. However, this lan-

guage that exceeds the woman as subject also offers something more in its very

ability to exceed the intended meanings of each of its particular iterations. As

Butler suggests, the power of language to enable subjectivity derives from its

variations, from the differences it proposes from other particular instances of

language. I would suggest that especially in the differential of images that

arise, in the inflections that we find within the representations of women we

may also recover a subjectivity for women. For this reason also I am specifically

interested in bringing to light other models for women’s roles, models that

upset business as usual and offer a greater diversity of possibilities for the ways

we can imagine women.

In this understanding, my analysis is framed with a critical theoretical lens

that views the notion of subjectivity as a set of relations and necessarily in flux.

Identity is, I suggest with these readings, malleable and scripted, and especi-

ally gendered identity is constructed through the representations of discourse.

introduction 25



My reading is feminist insofar as it allows us new portraits, portraits that

shift the underlying differentials of power encoded in the ways that relations

between the genders get represented. What it affords is an image of the subject

not founded upon the notion of a universal male subject but rather suggests

the possibility of recognizing a variety of female images.

Thus, this book is not an attempt to recover women’s voices, but it does

attempt to propose a subjectivity for women, a subjectivity woven within tex-

tual representations of women, and especially one that emerges through the

differences these texts offer in their stories and their pronouncements. With

this, we see how the indigenous voices in these texts mapped their own strat-

egies of rewriting women’s identities. The differences from other Hindu texts

and other Sanskrit Tantric texts that we find in these texts’ images of female

identity suggest we and they—our authors from the fifteenth through eigh-

teenth centuries—might at times imagine gender identity in terms other than

those to which we, or they, have been accustomed. This reading of women’s

subjectivity is not, I suggest, merely a twenty-first-century importation. As we

see in chapter 2, at certain places it would be hard not to ascribe some aware-

ness to these texts’ authors themselves of how discourse may be used to recon-

figure identity and, in particular, gender identity.

To illustrate this point, a story that Jan Schoterman recounts from the

Brhadyoni Tantra, a larger recension of the Yoni Tantra used in this study, is

apt. This story tells of the god Krqpa’s birth on earth and how he began wearing

the peacock feather.61 The amorous god Krqpa who is depicted frequently as

the young lover, playing his flute, luring the young cow-herding women to

dance with him in the forest at night, is ubiquitously iconographically depicted

with a flute and a peacock feather. The story tells us that Krqpa is in reality a

woman, the Goddess of Great Illusion, Maha-Maya.
While in heaven she desires to take birth on earth, and she comes down to

earth in the male form of Krqpa. When she comes down to earth she must hide

her yoni, her sex organ, so she hides it in the tail of the male peacock, making

its brilliant colorful design. When Krqpa is a young boy he sees the tail of the

peacock and recognizes his yoni, his female sex organ, hidden there, and so

dons the peacock feather on the top of his head.

This gender-bending twist on identity encodes more than one interesting

theoretical supposition. Especially important for our purposes, we note that

gender is not particularly fixed, but instead rather malleable. Beyond this, this

story offers a surprising coding of being, particularly for us in the twenty-first

century, accustomed as we are to Freudian conceptions of gender, in that it

recognizes the female sex organ not as a hole, a lack, as Freud suggested, but

rather as a surplus of being that defines the female. In this sense, Krqpa is fully
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himself only when he recovers what was missing, his female sex organ. In

proposing the basis of Krqpa’s identity—Krqpa’s ‘‘real’’ identity—as female,

this recoding slyly posits reconfiguring the feminine as the ‘‘real’’ or normative

mode of identity. With this it offers a way of reframing female identity away

from mere object. This precolonial tale does not explicitly invoke theoretical

language to make a case for understanding a different model of female being,

nor does Schoterman in his retelling explore the implications, yet the tale

employs discourse, story as narrative, to rewrite the way we understand gender.
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The ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’

Rereading Women’s Roles in Tantra

Does a woman herself worship the yoni?

—Parvatı̄’s question to Siva, Yoni Tantra

On the peaks of the holy mountain, Mount Kailas, the center of the

world, the god Siva and his wife Parvatı̄ discuss the secrets of Tantric
practice. In the middle of talking about a Tantric rite that involves

worshiping a woman, the usually diffident and domesticated goddess

Parvatı̄ asks her husband this curious question about women wor-

shiping. ‘‘Should she herself worship the woman or with the male

seeker [worship]?’’1 The god’s reply to the question is, ‘‘the form of the

yoni,2 which is jaganmayı̄—that which makes up the whole world—

should be worshipped by the male seeker and the lixga, the male

organ, should be worshipped by her, . . .By the mere worship of these

two, one becomes liberated while in the body.’’3

Does a woman participate in worship or is she only the object of

worship? If she does worship, what or whom should she worship?

Parvatı̄’s question here presumes the worship of the yoni, that is,

the worship of the female, as the normative practice. Her ques-

tion seems to suggest that women and men, as equal actors in Tantric

ceremonies, would perform the same normative ceremony of wor-

shiping the yoni. So she asks, ‘‘Does a woman herself worship the

yoni?’’ that is, does a woman participate in the Tantric ceremony

the same way that a man does, where she would worship a woman?



Siva replies to the contrary, and the question disappears.4 The very question,

however, signals that something is awry.

Typically in Sanskrit Tantric textual sources, we find that women are the

objects of male worship, but not worshipers themselves. Hindu Tantric texts

generally assume a male perspective, male practitioners, and a male audience,

as we see in well-known texts like the Kularpava Tantra and the Kulacudamapi
Tantra.5

In light of this general relegation of women to a passive role, Parvatı̄ asks
an odd, even inconceivable, question. Are women, she asks, actors or agents in

the Tantric context? In the heady Tantric quest for magical powers and enligh-

tenment, do women themselves engage in ritual worship? Or are they merely

passive objects, simply used by men in a male-dominated conquest for magical

powers and otherworldly states?

Textually, we commonly see women represented in transgressive, ‘‘left-

handed’’ Tantras as preeminently suppliers of potent fluids, menstrual blood,

and conduits for male ecstatic (and enstatic) experience. David White, in par-

ticular, compellingly argues for the position that women especially were the

suppliers of fluids, for ‘‘left-handed’’ Tantra. On the other side, in the ‘‘right-

handed’’ traditions, which do not employ liquor, meat, or sexual rites, usually

woman is displaced by the metaphor of feminine imagery. She is an inner

principle, the goddess within the (male) practitioner. She is an energy, which

rises up the spine of the practitioner to join in ecstatic unity with the god Siva
in the practitioner’s head. One sees the focus on women as an inner principle

in esoteric, inner forms of ‘‘right-handed’’ worship, for instance, in some fine

scholarship addressing the Abhinavaguptian corpus of Tantric texts.6 In this

case, as bodied living females, women are absent.

The question, of course, is a charged one, if only because the Tantric pro-

clivity for goddesses has been on some fronts understood as a reclamation of

feminine power, and the answer to whether the ‘‘goddess is a feminist,’’ to bor-

row from the title of an important exploration of this topic, is one that that can

and will be used by feminists today in creating strategies for social change.7

I discuss this elsewhere in appendix 1, but it probably bears at least mentioning

here as well. At least a part of the confusion about women’s roles in Tantra

I suspect stems from a tendency to consider Tantra as a single monolithic ca-

tegory. That is, Tantric texts are by no means uniform in their attitudes toward

women, and different texts from different times and places offer different per-

spectives on this question of women’s roles.
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Parvatı̄’s Question

We return to Parvatı̄, the text’s interlocutor, a goddess and wife of the god Siva,
who asks here a jarring question. She suggests that we consider the uncom-

mon possibility that women may actively participate in the Tantric rites de-

scribed here, in ways that construed women as peers of men, rather than mere

objects, and as having the same goals as men. In her question, Parvatı̄ pre-
sumes that since the worship of the yoni leads to enlightenment for the male,

the same will hold true for the woman. Her question asks us to reconsider how

we have understood women’s roles.

Siva’s response, in any case, affirms her suggestion that women funct-

ioned as actors. While women do not perform worship exactly as men do, Siva,
nevertheless, emphasizes women as active participants. Only by the worship

of both—that is both men and women worshiping their respective opposite

genders—does one reach enlightenment in the body ( jı̄van mukti).8

This chapter addresses the theme of women as actors in Tantra. I suggest

that a particular form of Tantric practice, named the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ presents
a textual view of women we do not often see: one that recognizes women’s

spiritual competence. We see women as gurus and their skill in the practice of

mantras extolled,9 and women are placed in the subject position, recognizing

the wishes women may have in the daily business of living life.

The ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’

This particular form of Tantric praxis we find in a group of texts from the

fifteenth through eighteenth centuries prescribing ‘‘left-handed’’ Tantric rites,

including the use of liquor, meat, and the rite of sexual union along with a

particular focus on women, is named variously in the texts as the ‘‘Kalı̄ Prac-
tice’’ (Kalı̄ sadhana), the ‘‘Great Mantra Practice’’ (mahamantrasadhana), and
the ‘‘Chinese Way’’ (cı̄nacara), and, rarely, the ‘‘Sakta Conduct’’ (saktacara). The
‘‘Chinese Way’’ is the most common expression used in these texts. This is not

to suggest that this nomenclature in any way indicates actual Chinese prac-

tice. This last expression—cı̄nacara—sometimes translated as the ‘‘Tibetan

method’’10—looks suspiciously like a species of medieval ‘‘orientalism’’ where

a repressed exoticism and eroticism is, within official discourse, in the space of

the written text, displaced and projected outward onto someone else, in this

case onto the neighboring Chinese.11 For the sake of convenience I will refer to
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this practice throughout as the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice.’’ This nomenclature is preferable

to ‘‘The Chinese Conduct/Way’’ or ‘‘The Tibetan Way,’’ even though the praxis

is most frequently named this in the texts, since so much of Chinese and

Tibetan Tantric practice does not in the slightest resemble this particular praxis

and it would be confusing and misleading to label this practice with a con-

temporary national identity. The ‘‘Great Mantra Practice’’ and the ‘‘Sakta Con-
duct’’ are also not as frequently used to name this praxis as is ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’
and since the essence of the practice revolves around the worship of primar-

ily three female goddesses, Kalı̄, the Blue Goddess of Speech, and Tara, taking
this particular name from the texts captures the general impetus of the praxis

best.

Five key elements make up the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’:
(1) The practice centers on women: seeking out women and treating

women with respect.

(2) The practice is especially a mental practice; therefore, none of the or-

dinary rules for time, place, or purity apply.

(3) A rite that involves the worship of women, frequently incorporating the

rite of sexual union, but at times simply limited to the worship of living women

without including the rite of sexual union, particularly in the case of the wor-

ship of the young girl (kumarı̄ puja) where sex is not included.12

(4) The praxis involved in the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ explicitly goes beyond the

limited time and place of the rite. The attitude of reverence and respect toward

women should be maintained constantly, twenty-four hours a day. I suspect

this particular rule is especially important in ritually habituating an attitude,

which shifts the position of women and the relation to women, in contrast to

what we see in an earlier text like the Kularpava Tantra (KuT), where, after the

conclusion of the rite, normative hierarchies are reinstated, both with respect

to gender and caste.

(5) Finally, the goddess is viewed as embodied in living women. Along with

this final point, I also address that it is not simply that women who are wor-

shiped in a rite are considered divine, but rather that women as a category are

revered, whether worshiped or not. Further, as a category, women get assimi-

lated to Brahmins. This last point in particular is structurally key to the shift

these texts present for women since, as I discuss below, it moves away from a

binary model of gender.

This chapter demonstrates and explores a particular Tantric view of

women. This ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ especially proposes an alternative view of women

that, I suggest, facilitates shifting attitudes toward women. All these five ele-

ments of the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ are not present in some of the most commonly

referenced Tantric texts in Western studies of Tantra, especially ‘‘left-handed’’
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Tantric texts that have been translated into English, such as the much earlier

Kularpava Tantra, from the tenth through thirteenth centuries, the Kalika
Purapa, from the ninth through eleventh centuries, and the Kaulajñana Nir-

paya, also from the ninth through eleventh centuries. As I note in the intro-

duction, there is a coherency among the texts referenced here in that they are

late, from the fifteenth through the eighteenth centuries, and they are asso-

ciated with the northeast region of India. That earlier Tantric texts do not in-

corporate these elements listed above suggests that attitudes toward women

shifted over time, though by no means do all late ‘‘left-handed’’ texts similarly

exhibit these characteristics. Again, in appendix 1 below I discuss some of the

differences in views of women that we find in various Tantric texts.

In reading Western scholarly literature on Tantra, one usually finds two

salient arguments employed, which mitigate against construing Tantric tra-

ditions as recognizing women as subjects. The first often runs: Yes, Tantrics

venerated the goddess, but this veneration did not actually carry over into a

veneration of actual living women. The second usually goes: Yes, women were

necessary to the Tantric rite, but only as vehicles for male attainment. They

were conduits of power, vehicles that males used to obtain especially potent

magical powers. However, outside the limited sphere of the rite, their impor-

tance dwindled.13

These views certainly accurately portray a specific body of Tantric litera-

ture, especially that produced several centuries earlier and in different loca-

tions than the texts I draw upon here.14We find here in this group of eight texts

also an alternative view—including, for instance, the notion that women are

especially skilled in perfecting mantras, that women at times are gurus, and a

reconfiguration of the status of women as a whole class. This reconfiguration

both extends to living women and is not confined to the limited time and space

of the rite.

For Western women today, Rachel Fell McDermott notes that the sym-

bolism of Kalı̄ ‘‘offers healing in a male-dominated world,’’15 a trend that she

sees expanded on some fronts via the new Internet culture.16 In a variety of

ways this twenty-first-century Western image of Kalı̄ appears constructed out

of thin air. Yet, in an unexpected way, this use of Kalı̄ may not be entirely

inconsistent with the advocacy of respect toward women that we find in the

‘‘Kalı̄ Practice.’’ I should also add here that, using some of the texts that I use

for this study, and some others, Madhu Khanna also comes to a similar con-

clusion as mine here, that we find attitudes of respect toward women in some

Sakta texts.17 And, similarly, Edwin Dimock’s research on the Sahajiyas in the

Bengali region in the fifteenth through seventeenth centuries also supports the

claims for women’s roles as teacher that I make here.18
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Onemore point to keep in mind, just as the Kalı̄ of the twenty-first-century
West is in some respects an imagined construction, proliferating especially

through written words on the Internet, what we address here are also written

words proliferated through Tantric texts. As such, both are representations of

how one should respond to women. Both are necessarily fraught with the

inevitable contortions of any form of representation. With this, it is beyond the

purview of the evidence to make claims regarding the actual historical behavior

of actual women or male Tantric practitioners. We can only recover a sem-

blance of the ‘‘what really happened’’ through the refractory lens of the text,

and we also need to keep in mind that the views presented here only form one

element in what is otherwise an unwieldy and often contradictory potpourri of

practices and views in these texts.

Also, as I mention in the introduction, I use the terms subject and agency

here not so much as a designation of some sort of ‘‘real’’ or existentially au-

tonomous entity—certainly there are considerable philosophical and cultural

problems entailed in assigning these notions to a nonmodern non-Western

context. Nor do I use them to designate a sovereign, intact self that exists prior

to any relation to a world outside itself. So, instead of pointing to real or

historical subjects, I rather point to a textual portrayal that signifies a slippery

but rhetorically and grammatically effective and prevalent category.

Even with these limitations, these textual sources help us to reconstruct

indirectly an alternative picture of women, even if not dominant, and especially

so since they present such a striking contrast to what we find elsewhere in

textual representations of women in Hinduism.19 So, for instance, we find

clear textual references to female gurus (NST 5.70; GST 2.18ff.), something not

present even in earlier Tantras such as the Kulacudamapi Tantra (KCT) or the

Kularpava Tantra, from which some of these eight texts borrow extensively, let

alone in a more normative Hindu text like Manu’s Dharma Sastra. This dif-

ference, which recognizes living women as venerable, may be read as represen-

ting a shift in attitudes toward women as a class.

However, further than this, I make a different sort of argument than one

that hinges upon the reconstruction of seventeenth-century Tantric practice.

Rather, I suggest that we understand the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ as a form of repre-

sentation of which the value lies perhaps most in terms of its historical value as

a reference to the propagation of discourse. These texts reflect the emergence

of a discourse addressing social relations between the genders, and I suggest

that its importance lies in the challenge, as discourse, that it presents to nor-

mative classifications.

In this chapter we first briefly look at the texts that present the ‘‘Kalı̄
Practice.’’ Following this we address the notion of the gender binary and how
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we find an alternative model as well in these texts. We then briefly examine

Parvatı̄’s role in asking the question of women’s agency. After this we discuss

the different elements of the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ as well as specific instances of

women in venerable positions, women as proficient with mantras, and women

as gurus. Finally, I conclude with evidence that suggests that the model for

understanding the veneration of women in these texts finds a parallel in the

veneration of the Brahmin.

Binaries

The dialogue between Siva and Parvatı̄ we saw above frames gender in terms of

a binary. This model probably originally derives from the well-known classical

cosmological and philosophical system of Samkhya, with its notion of male as

spirit (puruqa) and female as matter and Nature (prakrti). In the model here,

male and female are two elements of a binary, and this notion of a binary

reflected in gender pervades throughout these texts.20

However, working against this notion of a binary, we also find inscribed

within these texts a separate, different model of the relation of women to men,

one that constructs women as comparable to a particular caste. In this case

women are not the lesser member of a binary, but rather, women function as

one group among several.

In some ways the notion of caste appears to be just as fundamental a

division to Indian society as the gender divide. A contemporary anthropologist,

Anjali Bagwe, titled a recent book Of Woman Caste, where she draws from

current colloquialisms that represent women as a caste group.21 Apart from

this, a designation of women as akin to one of the castes is something we find

elsewhere in Sanskrit texts, as early as the Vedas, where we findwomen lumped

in with the lowest of the four castes, the servants (sudras).22 In the earlier,

classical representations, the primary division among humans has to do with

which caste one belongs to. In this context all women and some men get

grouped into this lowest class of persons, the servants. So in terms of ritual

praxis, women are not treated as members of the caste to which their (blood)

father or male guardian belongs, but rather as a whole group they are treated as

members of the lowest caste of males.

In contrast, the suggestion we find here instead is that women as a group

form a separate caste apart from the lowest servant caste and that this special

caste of women ought to be treated more like Brahmins than like servants

(sudras). This grouping does not take into account differences among women,

just as it does not take into account differences among Brahmins. In this

the ‘‘kālı̄ practice’’ 35



configuration, women as a separate class, like Brahmins, warriors, and so

forth, possess innate capacities that elevate their status as a whole class. When

a text extols women’s competence withmantras and advocates respecting them,

women here begin to move up, just as, historically, redefining the collective

identity of a particular caste subgroup facilitated an upward move along the

continuum of the caste system for that group. Notably, we find here that in

certain respects, the treatment accorded women—as a class—at some places in

these texts parallels that of the highest caste, the Brahmin.

From our own view in the twenty-first-century West, perhaps the most

salient element of this reconfiguration is that it affords a competing model of

gender difference. While it certainly elides the no doubt real differences of

status and wealth among different women, nevertheless, the presence of an

alternative model, women as one group among several, presents an alternative

to the nearly universal construction of women as the second sex, the peren-

nially inferior member of a gender binary. So the view here is not like one

particularly common and dominant view found in America, where the means

of overcoming the gender binary is through an emphasis on the individual. In

the American case the individual is of primary significance, and, consequently,

gender is a contingent and secondary category assigned to the individual, and

one capable of being transcended. Indeed, it is frequently argued that we ought

to transcend gender as a category in order to achieve the goals of equality. This

blanket equality of the individual is a different model than the model of women

as one group among several.

Nor is the difference that gendermakes in this alternativemodel like a view

often found in French feminism,23 modeled on a duality based on a gender

essentialism, although, as I note above, we also find more commonly a binary

model in these texts, encoding an essentialist gender binary. Neither do these

texts propose a binary that then also allows space for a third neuter gender,

though this is common enough in Indian texts elsewhere. Rather, in this par-

ticular alternative model, women are one group among five, which include

Brahmins, warriors, merchants, servants, and women. The groups are gener-

ally hierarchically ordered with Brahmins at the top and servants at the bottom;

women in this case form a fifth and are likened to the Brahmins, rather than

being lumped in with servants.

Social classification often implies a social functionality and this function-

ality typically encodes hierarchies of value. Setting women off as one group

among several affords a reconsideration of their social functionality, and one

that in this case shifts their social value, as a class. That the classification includes

more than three is important, because it tends to diffuse relationships away

from an oppositional model, something that a number of scholars have noted.24
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Both models, a binary and women as one category among several, operate

throughout these texts, and a binary model is certainly much more pervasive in

general. On the other hand, the presence of an alternative competing model

helps to circumvent the familiar and inherent problematic dialectic of the

binary—which unfolds as center and margin, self/other (male/female, mind/

body, etc.). The writers of these texts do not try to integrate these two different

models. No authorial voice notices the disjunction between these separate

models. They coexist without comment.

On the other hand, an alternative model of women as one of five groups

offers ways of thinking about gender that a view of two precludes. It offers a

view that, by its contrast, may shed light on our own twenty-first-century un-

derstandings of gender. While this Indian model appears to still incorporate an

essentialist model of women, which does not account for differences among

women, nevertheless it does offer a move away from an idea of gender as a

binary, which in turn affords a structural problematization of the idea of

woman as the other of maleness.

A binary insinuates a structural pattern where normative (male) identity

is established through the exclusion of what is not normative, that is, through

the exclusion of female by relegating her to the ‘‘other’’ category. This entails

definitionally a devaluation of the nonnormative other; this devaluation is what

founds the possibility of a valued normative identity.25 To put this another way,

implicit in the structure of a binary is the notion that the two categories are

opposed, and one of the two usually predominates. Further, implicitly the

dominant category defines itself by what it is not, by what it excludes. This is

one of the lessons Hegel so profusely iterated, that a binary implicitly incor-

porates an agonistic relationship. Amultiplicity, on the other hand, diffuses the

intensity of opposition (unless all the ‘‘others’’ are lumped again together, just

as we see that the classical Hindu tradition lumps women and servants to-

gether). It may be that the stipulation of women as one class among a multi-

plicity (that is, they are comparable to Brahmins, but not lumped together with

them) contributes to their greater valuation as a class of persons in these texts.

Docile Domestic Parvatı̄

Onemore point should be addressed here that has to do with the identity of our

interlocutor. Perhaps we might have expected a question about women’s roles

in the Tantric rite to come from the mouth of the dark, fiercely independent

goddess Kalı̄. Kalı̄, after all, is well known for her warrior independence; she

wreaks havoc on the battlefield in theDevı̄ Mahatmya and for the authors of the
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Great Blue Tantra (BT) here as well, Kalı̄ is the ultimate causal agent. The gods

Brahma and the others praise her as the source of the world. They sing:

We bow to you, O great ruler, who is the form of the supreme bliss.

You have come on the water for the sake of protecting our life-

breath. Homage to you, homage to you, homage to you, homage and

more homage. Homage to you o great fierce Goddess, Homage to

you who are the night of time. Without you o supreme fierce God-

dess, we would be dead ghosts. Protect us, protect us, O supreme

one, who is the vidya (magical feminine speech), who is the womb

of all the creatures in the three worlds. O, slayer of Madhu and

Kaitabha, o destroyer of the demon Nisumbha, you give the Gods

their powers to rule. O goddess, homage to you, the beloved of Siva.26

After this hymn of praise the goddess Kalı̄ gives the gods Brahma and the

others the boons to create the world and so on (BT.12.19). Brahma in this case

is confused on how to go about creating the world. He asks, ‘‘What form should

creation, maintenance and so on take?’’27 In this case Kalı̄ even supplies the

material substance by giving him the dust from her feet. ‘‘Take the dust from

my feet; that is a good material [for creation].’’28 Kalı̄ is a supreme goddess,

both transcendent insofar as she leaves the messy work of creation to Brahma
and the other gods, and immanent insofar as she supplies the ‘‘stuff ’’ to make

the world.

But Parvatı̄ herself ? Parvatı̄, the unobtrusive, pliant wife of Siva mostly

plays second fiddle to her husband. If we apply Wendy Doniger’s bifurcation of

goddesses into Goddesses of the Tooth and Goddesses of the Breast,29 Parvatı̄
definitively figures as the latter, as an anything but independent and fierce

goddess. In general, the Yoni Tantra presents no exception to this image of

Parvatı̄. We have only to note the disproportionate amount of speech she and

her husband each have—her single stanza questions that then evoke several

pages of discourse in reply by the male god—to realize how peripheral her role

as actor is.

At the same time, in a well-known myth Kalı̄ is Parvatı̄’s alter ego, the

fierce black goddess whom Parvatı̄ expels and rejects from her body and per-

sona in order to be more fair skinned in the eyes of her judging husband. Here,

as if drawing upon her dark expurgated half, she musters the suggestion that

women might have a role as actors in the ritual arena. Moreover, at times her

determination to acquire the Tantric teachings includes extreme measures,

such as when she threatens to commit suicide unless Siva gives her the

teachings. She says to the god Siva, ‘‘O ruler of Gods, if you do not reveal to me

this method [for the ‘‘Southern Kalı̄’’] I will give up my life right in front of you.
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Don’t doubt this.’’30 And we see the same stanza again when she wants to

know about the supreme principle behind the cosmos (tattva).31

If the relations between gods at times mirror social human roles, then

what might this be saying about a woman’s role in Tantra? Does Parvatı̄’s
question suggest that we might expect that human wives would force their

husbands to reveal secret teachings? Especially, we should remember here that

Parvatı̄’s human counterpart would not be the wild and independent yoginı̄

about whom we so frequently hear, but rather the ordinary, generally defer-

ential housewife. This is important because it shifts us away from an image of

a woman who actively engages Tantric practices as only the exception, the

exotic, the wild, the extraordinary woman. Parvatı̄ is not a model for the ex-

ceptional woman, but for the everyday housewife.

The Key: Women Are Gods

The ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ centers around women. With this, we find both the worship

of women and worship with women. Thus first, the practitioner should make

seeking out women a priority. We see in the god Siva’s instructions on the

practice that he says, ‘‘Having abandoned everything, O Goddess, the aspirant

should make great effort to seek out the company of women.’’32 The texts

establish a mythological precedent for the power of this practice. So the great

god Siva himself says, ‘‘I have become Siva only by being connected with

woman.’’33 Further, we find that the great gods Rama and Krqpa also have

acquired whatever greatness or status they have only because they worshiped

women. ‘‘By having worshipped the yoni of Radha, Krqpa attained the state of

being Krqpa. Srı̄ Rama, himself, the lord of Janakı̄ worshipped the yoni of Sı̄ta,
and having killed [the demon] Ravapa, together with all his clan, again came

back to the city of Ayodhya dwelling there happily.’’34

Of course, other versions of Krqpa’s dalliance with Radha do not include

the mention of Krqpa’s ritual worship of the yoni of Radha. Nor do we find in

Valmı̄ki or Tulsidas’s versions of the Ramayapa the suggestion that Rama

performed this rite. For this practice, however, the worship of women is espe-

cially important. This involves ritual worship of women, and also a cultivat-

ion of reverential mental attitudes toward women. ‘‘One should not at all

have hatred towards women; rather one should worship women,’’35 and ‘‘one

should not criticize women; one should increase one’s love for them.’’36 Here

the word love is not the word kama, which connotes lust and sexual desire,

but rather the word prema, which connotes love as emotional attachment. This

practice is, of course, nevertheless complexly coded. Also in the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’
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the worship of women includes the rite of sexual union,37 but, at the same

time, it is not limited to it.

The practice contains much else besides this. We should also note, for

instance, that the attitude of reverence toward women is inculcated outside the

rite of sexual union as well and also toward all women, even women with

whom one has no relations. So the practitioner here, ‘‘having bowed down to

a little girl, to an intoxicated young woman, or to an old woman, to a beauti-

ful woman of the clan (kula), or to a contemptible, vile woman, or to a greatly

wicked woman, one should contemplate on the fact that these [women] do not

appreciate being criticized or hit; they do not appreciate dishonesty or that

which is disagreeable. Consequently, in every way possible one should not be-

have this way towards them.’’38

In this way the BT establishes a respectful attitude toward women,39 and

in this context not just toward a desirable woman with whom the male aspirant

might perform the rite of sexual union, but toward all women, including a

woman who is kutsita, vile and contemptible, and whom one does not worship

or engage with in the rite of sexual union. At this point the BT iterates ‘‘women

are Gods, women are the life-breath.’’40

Now when does this contemplation happen? This bowing and this con-

templation is what one does on a morning walk. That is, the morning schedule

for the practioner is the following:

Having gotten up in the morning, the knower of mantras bows to the

clan tree. Having done this, and having meditated on the guru in

the lotus in the head, he should visualize [lit., remember] that [guru]

as a flood of nectar. He should then worship him [the guru] as

free from illness using however, mental items for the worship. Be-

ginning in the root cakra up to the cakra at the top of the head he

should contemplate on his personal mantra [here, lit., the feminine

vidya]. Shining like ten million suns, with a form which is a flood

of nectar, that effulgence which pervades through the covering [or

roof, top of the head of the person], he should imagine this in his own

body. The eight trees are sleqmataka, karañja tree, the rudrakqa
tree, lemon tree, banyan tree, the orange-blossomed kadambaka tree,

the bilva tree and the tree called ‘‘no sorrow.’’ These are declared

in this way in another Tantric text, O Goddess. Then having bowed

down to a little girl, to an intoxicated young woman, or to an old

woman, to a beautiful woman of the clan (kula), or to a contempt-

ible, vile woman, or to a greatly wicked woman, one should con-

template on the fact that these [women] do not appreciate being
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criticized or hit; they do not appreciate dishonesty or that which is

disagreeable.41

Thus the practitioner gets up in the morning and bows to the special tree

of the clan. This particular bowing does not involve a mental visualization as

does the next thing he does in the morning, which is to visualize the guru.

Hence, if we reconstruct his morning, he walks outside to the ‘‘clan tree’’ and

then visualizes the guru and contemplates on his main personal mantra. He

then bows to the women mentioned in the quote above and then he reflects

upon the fact that these women do not appreciate being lied to or hit, as we

saw above. Here we see that this part of the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ incorporated into

the morning walk, is also not connected with the performance of the rite of

sexual union, but is rather part of a habitual morning contemplation.

The worship gets extended further, even to the females of other species,

of birds and animals. ‘‘The females of beasts of birds and of humans—these

being worshipped, one’s ineffective, incomplete deeds always become full of

merit.’’42 What this does is to encode and highlight the female as a separate

class. It also makes it clear that the rite of worship does not necessarily entail

the rite of sexual union.

The reverence of women takes a particular form that is also commonly

practiced outside of this special ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ as well, in the worship of a

young girl who is considered a manifestation of the goddess. The worship of

a young girl (kumarı̄ puja), which is publicly performed, is still performed

regularly today in the temple at Kamakhya and, incidentally, is performed

by both men and women.43 This rite, the worship of a young girl, incorpo-

rates the same attitudes of reverence toward women; many of the texts used

here also focus on it extensively.44 It also does not include the rite of sexual

union.45

As I noted above, we also find that this practice also involves worshiping

with women. Thus, the Celestial Musician Tantra (GT) tells us, ‘‘Together with a

woman, there [he should] reflect [on the mantra or practice]; the two of them

together in this way [they do] worship. Without a woman, the practitioner

cannot perfect [the mantra] at all. He should mentally evoke [the mantra] to-

gether with a woman and together with her, he should offer into the sacrificial

fire as well. Without her the practitioner cannot perfect [the mantra] at all.

Women are Gods; women are the life-breath.’’46

Again we see in the Secret Practice Tantra (GST): ‘‘Together with the

woman, one should recite the mantra. One should not recite the mantra

alone.’’47 That the practitioner performs the practice with women—and here it

appears women are doing the same things men are doing, contemplating
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the deity, saying the mantra, making offerings into the fire—shifts the role

women take in the practice.

Also, one more point of interest, as the Maya Tantra (MT) notes, the rite of

sexual union that the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ prescribes is different from the infamous

cakra puja, the rite that is probably best known in the West as the ‘‘depraved’’

Tantric ‘‘orgy,’’ where a group of men and women perform a ritual that in-

cludes feasting and orgiastic rites. The MT first describes the rite of sexual

union connected with the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice.’’48 After the MT’s author finishes this

description, this author continues on to say, ‘‘Now, I am going to tell you a

different practice. Pay close attention. Having worshipped a woman who is the

wife of another (parakı̄ya) in the circle (cakra), [he should worship] his own

beloved deity.’’49 The cakra or circle worship involves the wife of someone else

chosen among the partners in the circle. This ‘‘circle’’ rite, which was si-

multaneously sensationalized and presented as a scandal, informed much of

what was imagined in the West about Tantra.50 For our purposes here, the

scandal attached to the cakra puja is not important, but rather that the spatial

organization of these two rites differs fundamentally and as a result, the rhet-

orical effects of the rites, the ‘‘messages’’ they give, also differ.

In the cakra puja the participants are arranged in a circle and a centrally

located altar instantiates the goddess. The goddess is invoked for the rite, usu-

ally into a pot of water, which is worshiped as temporarily housing her. So she

is present in the rite, but present as separate from the participants, including

the women participants. In the version of the cakra puja that we find in the

earlier KuT, in a carnivalesque fashion, the women are made to drink as the

men pour liquor into their mouths (KuT 8.70); general drunkenness ensues.

The ‘‘yogis dance, carrying pots of liquor on their heads’’ (KuT 8.71b).51 Then

‘‘the yogis, drunk with wine fall down intoxicated on their chests; and the

yoginı̄s of the group, intoxicated, fall on top of the men. They mutually engage

in the happy fulfilment of pleasure’’ (KuT 8.73–8.74).52

In contrast, in the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ there is not a group of women. More-

over, in the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ the woman is at the center of the rite, both spatially

and ideologically. In this case, the living woman is the goddess, not considered

separate from the goddess. She herself is considered and worshiped as the

goddess instantiated. And aside from the woman, only the person worshiping

her is present.53 Spatially, she, not the image of the Goddess, takes the center,

the place of importance, and ideologically she is the center because she is the

goddess. The ritual and spatial encoding of the two rites send different mes-

sages with respect to the status of ordinary women. In the cakra puja, the
woman is not particularly venerable and one can see how, for such a rite, it

would be easy to view women as necessary tools during the course of the rite,
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who would then be unimportant after its conclusion. The rite described in the

BT (6.20ff.), on the other hand, inculcates a more psychologically durable re-

verence for the living woman who is worshiped.54

What is also important to recognize with this is that the practice of the rite

of sexual union was by no means monolithic in its performance or function. It

is also interesting to notice that even one of our medieval sources points out

that the rite had more than one version.

How Is She a Goddess?

Now a question arises: if the woman is worshiped as the goddess, exactly how

is she the goddess? Does she get possessed by the goddess in the course of the

rite? We might venture this, and elsewhere, apart from this particular ‘‘Kalı̄
Practice’’ this is likely the case. Interestingly, however, here the texts are ex-

plicit about precisely not viewing the woman as a medium for the goddess.

‘‘And there [in this rite] one does not do the invocation of the Goddess.’’55 This

suggests that it is as a woman in her ordinary nonaltered state, not when she is

speaking in tongues, nor when some special external divinity empowers her,

but that as herself, that she is divine. The difference between a rite that features

the woman as a medium, possessed by the goddess, and a rite that considers an

ordinary woman herself as divine is salient. If she is possessed, then this state

is temporary and, ultimately, not hers, not her own subjectivity. Here however,

the point is to see a normal, nonpossessed woman as divine.

In this context, the practice of constantly viewing women as goddesses

starts to make sense. If a woman is the goddess only at a specific time, if only

during the rite is she a medium for the goddess, then only at that time would it

be necessary to treat her with the reverence due to a deity. There would be no

need to maintain this attitude beyond the confines of the rite. On the other

hand, if the divinity, which is the goddess, is intrinsic to her being, something

she carries around with her all the time, something she is, then her status in

general shifts. Then one would need to be vigilant, constantly maintaining an

attitude of listening to her to make sure that the goddess standing before one

will be pleased and therefore benevolent. It is precisely the act of looking to

her, as ordinary woman, which affords a shift in the normative discourse

between the genders and that allows for a recognition of her as a subject, as a

person to whom one should listen.

In an interesting way this parallels to some degree what we find in some

twentieth-century cases of women being possessed by the goddess. These

women were often viewed as keeping some of the power of the goddess even
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when not possessed, which, one could argue, effectively arrived at a similar

situation where the woman was revered all the time.56 The example of the well-

known contemporary ‘‘Hugging Saint’’ Ammachi comes to mind, whose ‘‘Devi

Bhava,’’ ‘‘mood/trance of the Goddess’’ was originally presented as an instance

of trance possession by the goddess, but which over time was clarified to in-

dicate that the saint did not experience any change of her essential awareness

or consciousness during the ‘‘Devi Bhava.’’ One difference we may note here

between our textual versions and what we find in contemporary reports is that

in contemporary reports women who are possessed are special, to some degree

extraordinary women. The rite described here, however, tends to suggest that

all women, and even ordinary women, are divine.

Apart from a recognition that this manifests as not harming women and

not doing things that upset them, as we saw above, we also see an attentive-

ness to fulfilling her desires. ‘‘Whatever she may desire, that one should give

her’’ (BT 6.30b). Keep in mind here that this goddess is a living woman. As

such, she can talk back. So it’s not just a matter of making an offering to an

image in a temple and receiving much of it back57 as prasada, the blessed off-

ering. Here the woman keeps it, uses it, and can also ask for what she wishes.

This practice of listening to her is key. It doesn’t matter how much other

spiritual practice one does, because, as the MT says, ‘‘one’s worship is in vain,

one’s mantra recitation is useless, placing the mantra on the body is useless,

the hymns one recites are in vain, the fire ceremonies with gifts to priests; all

these are in vain if one does that which is offensive to a woman.’’58

In addition the texts direct the practitioner to respect the rights of the

bodies and minds of women. So as we saw earlier with the BT we also see

elsewhere in other texts that the practitioner ‘‘should not hit women or criticize

women or lie to women or do that which women find offensive.’’59 The GT and

NST advise: ‘‘never should one strike a woman, with an attitude of arrogance,

not even with a flower.’’60 Even further, the BT tells us, ‘‘not even mentally,

should one harm a woman.’’61

Even if the practitioner feels that a woman has hurt him, or has violated his

rights, the response should never be to harm her. ‘‘Even if she has committed

an extreme offense, one should not have hatred for her. One should never hate

women; rather one should worship women.’’62

Now, this is not done out of a sense of superiority, in the sense of a

chivalrous behavior toward women that accepts their offenses without strik-

ing back because women are the ‘‘weaker’’ sex. We might expect this because

we are familiar with this attitude in the West. However, here it is exactly the

opposite. One doesn’t harm a woman, not because she’s weak, but rather more

like the reason one doesn’t harm a powerful yogı̄ or a sage like the cranky
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Durvasas. She has power, and she might get offended and then one had better

be wary of her curse. So the NST tells us ‘‘when a woman gets angry, then I

[Siva], who am the leader of the clan, always get angry. When she [a woman] is

upset or afflicted, then that Goddess who gives curses is always upset.’’63 So if a

woman is offended, she brings the ire of both the god Siva and the curse-giving

goddess onto the offender.

This shift in attitude is crucial, precisely because it sees women not as

weaker but as stronger. She has power, which, in itself, entails the prerogatives

both of subjectivity and social clout. The disempowered may not have a voice,

and the refinement of civilization commends the strong for taking pity upon

the disempowered. And a chivalric discourse, especially one easily recognized

in the West, recommends treating women mildly for just this reason. On the

other hand, here we have a different matter. In this case it is a different emotion

than pity; it is fear that drives one to accept the offenses she may give.

Women and Their Mantras

Perhaps what’s most important here, however, is the way that this power is

coded. The MT tells us, ‘‘A woman who is engaged in practicing the Durga
mantra is able to increase well-being and prosperity, however if she gets an-

gry at a man then she can destroy his wealth and life.’’64 What is key here is

that the source of her power is her spiritual practice, the fact of her repetition of

the Durga mantra (durgamantrarata). Like the yogı̄, and like the Brahmin, she

has a power in her due to her spiritual attainment and her anger carries an

edge. Just as the curse of the peevish Brahmin sage Durvasas sticks, so her

anger will stick, whether one deserves the curse or not.

Now this is incredibly important because we see here an instance where

women have power and it is not connected to their sexuality or to their capacity

to be faithful to their husbands. These two types of feminine power are ubiq-

uitous in South Asia, and one can see these two as part of a continuum. That is,

a woman has a dangerous power in her sexuality, which, if tamed into a

faithfulness toward her husband, as in the case of Kannagi,65 and notably also

for the satı̄,66 can become a potent force for cursing, even for burning down a

whole city—but here we have something different. That is, contrary to the

normative coding of a woman as a sexual being and dangerous because of her

sexuality—or because she’s managed to effectively channel and bottle up her

sexuality—here we have a perilous leap into a world where a woman is dan-

gerous because, like the Brahmin priest, like the guru and like the yogı̄, she

knows how to wield a mantra.
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We also find that women as a class have a special ability to master mantras

effortlessly. The BT tells us, ‘‘The restrictions which men contend with [in the

practice of ] mantras are not at all there for women. Anything whatsoever, by

whichever [means], and moreover in all ways [is attained], for women magical

attainment (siddhi) occurs, without any doubt . . . for a woman, by merely con-

templating [on themantra] she in this way becomes a giver of boons. Therefore

one should make every effort to initiate a woman in one’s own family.’’67

The GT iterates this as well, ‘‘she doesn’t have to do worship (puja), or
meditate, or purify herself with a bath, or establish themantra in the body; just

by merely thinking of amantrawomen quickly get the power to give boons.’’68 I

discuss this more below in the context of women’s initiation; here we can note

that it is her gender, her status as a woman that entails this power, yet not her

sexuality. Rather more like the Brahmin, who simply because he is born into

the Brahmin caste, has a tendency to tell the truth, as we see in the Upaniqadic
story of Satyakama Jabala, so a woman, because of her status as woman, nat-

urally can perfect a mantra. In the well-known story of Satyakama Jabala from
the Upaniqads, the young boy Satyakama Jabala does not know whom his

father is. His prospective teacher concludes that he must be none other than

Brahmin caste because the boy instinctively tells the truth.69 Similarly, persons

by fate born into the caste of warriors have the capacity to endure pain, as we

see in the well-known story of Karpa with his guru Parasurama, who realizes

that he is of the warrior caste despite his claim otherwise, because he can en-

dure pain. Similarly, simply being born a woman, that is, woman as a species,

affords this facility with mantras.70

We may note here as well a coherent connection the texts make with this

power that women have with mantras and with the fruits that come from the

practice of worshiping and focusing on women that is the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice.’’ That
is, interestingly, the main reward that comes from the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ is not

magic powers such as the power to fly, or to spot treasures buried in the earth,

or to kill one’s enemies, which we see so commonly elsewhere in the lists of

rewards of Tantric practice, but is rather a facility with language.

Women as Practitioners, as Gurus

We also find women in an uncommon role in these texts: as gurus and as

practitioners. With this, women are accorded subjectivity through a recogni-

tion of their spiritual competence. Now, we do find evidence in contemporary

Western scholarship that women play key roles in Tantra today, even taking

the esteemed role of guru. The data is readily available and clear in modern and
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contemporary anthropological studies,71 especially in anthropological evi-

dence focusing on modern saints like Anandamayi Ma. We find evidence for

this also from the nineteenth century, in the case of Ramakrishna’s Tantric

guru, the Bhairavi and Gauri Ma,72 also from the sixteenth century in the case

of Sı̄ta Devı̄.73 We also see this in Assam in the sixteenth century where we

find two women, Kanaklata and Bhubaneshwari, who become leaders of

Vaiqpava groups, in the role of gurus for the groups.74 Here we find this also

in our Sanskrit Tantric texts associated with the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ even as it is

something we tend not to find elsewhere in Hindu Sanskrit texts.

We will look first at the Blue Goddess of Speech Tantra (NST). The NST

presents women as gurus in a casual way, which suggests that something is

ubiquitous and taken for granted. The NST tells us the appropriate honor-

ific endings to tag onto the name of one’s guru and gives the endings for a

male guru and for a female guru ‘‘The male gurus who give all magical at-

tainments have ‘lord of bliss’ attached to end of their names. If the guru is

a woman, then ‘mother’ is attached to the end of her name.’’75 Without any

fanfare, this text assumes that women function in that most esteemed of roles,

as guru, and the text’s reader ought to be aware of the proper ending for the

guru’s name.

In the Secret Practice Tantra (GST), more is made of the notion of a female

guru. After the God Siva gives the visualization of the male guru, the goddess

Parvatı̄ responds, ‘‘The initiation given by a woman is proclaimed to be aus-

picious and capable of giving the results of everything one wishes for, if, from

the merit accumulated in many lives and by dint of much good luck, a person

can acquire a woman as guru. O lord, what is the visualization of the woman

guru? Now I want to hear the visualization one uses in the case of a woman

guru. If I am your beloved, then tell me.’’76 Siva gives the visualization,

Listen, o Parvatı̄, overflowing with love for you, I will tell you this

secret, which is the visualization of a woman guru, where she is to

be meditated upon as the guru. In the great lotus in the crown of

the head on a host of shining filaments is the female guru, who

is auspicious (siva). Her eyes are like the blossoming petals of a lotus.

She has firm thick breasts, a thousand faces,77 a thin waist. She is

eternal. Shining like a ruby, wearing beautiful red clothing, wear-

ing a red ring on her hand and beautiful jeweled anklets, her face

shines like the autumn moon adorned with bright shining ear-

rings. Having her lord seated on her left side, her lotus hands

make the gestures of giving boons and removing fear. Thus I

have told you, o Goddess, this supreme meditation on the
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female guru. It should be guarded strenuously. It should not be

revealed at all.78

A number of elements are similar in both the visualizations of the male

and female gurus. For instance, both their faces shine like the autumn moon,

and they both have eyes like lotuses. They both have the same hand gestures, of

giving boons and the gesture of removing fear, and they both have on their left

side their partner. Also, the practitioner meditates in both cases on the guru as

being located in the crown of the practitioner’s head.79 The visualization of the

female guru takes an extra verse, and this extra verse includes the description

of her red clothing and ruby ring.

This visualization of the female guru and its source text, the GST, was also

well known enough for Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya to cite this visualization in

his well-known Sanskrit compendium on Tantra, the Prapatoqipı̄ in 1820. In

this context he also cites a hymn from the Matrkabhedatantra, which gives the

‘‘armor’’ of protection (kavaca), sung to the female guru as well as a hymn

that is the ‘‘Song of the Female Guru’’ (Strı̄guru Gı̄ta) from the Kaxkalamalinı̄
Tantra.80 Interestingly, the hymn to the female guru apostrophizes the female

guru as the goddess Taripı̄, a goddess strongly associated with the ‘‘Kalı̄ Prac-
tice’’ and the hymn is mythically sung by Siva to Taripı̄.

That this female guru is not simply the wife of the male guru, who, be-

cause she is his wife, also receives worship, Ramatoqapa makes clear by in-

cluding a few pages later the specific form of worship that one offers to the wife

of the guru.81 This separate praise of the female guru who is precisely not the

guru’s wife is important because it indicates a female authority not dependent

upon or derived from a male relative.

Interestingly, here, just as in the visualization of the male guru,82 we find

the consort of the guru to the left of the guru, and this goes for both the male

and female gurus. That is, the consort of the male guru is on the inferior side,

his left, and the consort for the female is also on the inferior side, her left (GST

2.25), suggesting that there is not a spatial indication of a gendered hierarchy in

the visual arrangement of the sexes when one visualizes the guru as a woman.

One may read this as an acceptance of the woman guru as being as much of an

absolute authority as we find in the case of the male guru here and elsewhere.

Given the importance of the guru in general in the Tantric tradition, this is

saying quite a lot.83

Moreover, that it is the goddess Parvatı̄ who takes the time to frame the

insertion of the visualization of a female guru also deserves attention on our

part. It suggests a reflexive self-consciousness on the part of this section’s

author. The author is aware of the relative rarity of the female guru, and yet
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chooses to gloss the fact that we do not frequently see female gurus as a sign of

the general lack of attainment of the practitioners. It takes many lives of good

deeds, as Parvatı̄ says, ‘‘the merit acquired frommany lives’’84 and most people

simply do not have this ‘‘right stuff.’’ We may read this as a species of histor-

ical revisioning, but in any case it highlights a vision of women that does not

denigrate them but rather elevates them.

In this context it is a woman, the goddess Parvatı̄, who asks for the vi-

sualization of a female guru, suggesting that it might be women who would

articulate the need for this type of representation, and, further, that women are

able to speak for women.

Even considering that Parvatı̄ is a goddess, nevertheless, two other things

need to be taken into account. First, in the Indian context the line between gods

and humans is not so rigid, and certainly not rigid to the degree that it is in the

West. Second, since in this context women are goddesses embodied, and vice

versa, it makes sense to read this preeminently as a woman speaking in this

context—and especially so since, of all the goddesses, Parvatı̄ tends to be one of
themost docile and domesticated, a saumya (benevolent) goddess, not noted for

her independence from a dominating male spouse. In this sense she stands as

a good representational figure for the role that the majority of ordinary women

in the Indian context play, that is, not independent from their husbands.

Furthermore, that we see a woman speaking up for women—indeed a

woman praising the power and efficacy of a woman guru—hints at a sense of

solidarity among women. Women can exist in relation to other women, not in

competition for male favor. They are capable of promoting the status of women

in general.

Apart from these texts specifically promoting the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ we find

the notion that women are teachers and initiate others in mantras elsewhere

also, though perhaps less emphatically than in the texts associated with the

‘‘Kalı̄ Practice.’’ For instance, we see a passage in that most elusive and ubi-

quitous of texts, the Rudrayamala that talks about purifying the mantra given

by a woman. Here a woman is the initiating guru: ‘‘in the initiations gotten in

a dream, however, there is no rule or procedure for the guru or the disciple.

When obtained in a dream and when given by a woman [the mantra initiation]

should be purified through a consecration ceremony.’’85 The Rudrayamala then

immediately continues on to describe the qualities that make a woman quali-

fied to be a guru, praising such a woman and extolling her capacity to be a guru:

The woman practitioner (sadhvı̄) who has conquered her senses, has

devotion for the teacher and engages in good conduct, who knows

the essence of all the cosmic building blocks (tattva) and the meaning

the ‘‘kālı̄ practice’’ 49



of all mantras, who is skillful and always engaged in worship; she

who has all the auspicious marks, who practices silent mantra re-

petition, and who has eyes as beautiful as the lotus flower; she

who wears jewels and is adorned with the [knowledge of] letters of

the alphabet and the various worlds; she who is peaceful, of a good

clan, born from the clan; who has a face beautiful as the moon,

and gives prosperity; she who has infinite good qualities; this be-

loved woman who bestows the state of being like the God Rudra, she

is the form of the Guru. She gives liberation and she explains the

knowledge pertaining to Siva—this woman indeed is fit to be a guru.

This characterization excludes the widow. The initiation given by

a woman is declared to be auspicious, and the mantras are known

to be eight times more powerful [than that given by a man]. Ex-

cept that taken from a widow or a woman with children, which only

brings debts and obligations.86

This text not only assumes a female guru, it praises such a guru and

describes her qualities. Also, the power of the mantra the woman gives has to

do with her own practice and devotion to her guru and not her sexuality per se.

This description may be read as part of a pattern commonly found where the

qualities of the guru are described, often as a prescriptive tool to alert the seeker

reading the text to know what to look for in a guru. Here the description of the

female guru is similar to what we typically find in prescriptions for male gurus.

On the other hand, the widow and the woman with children are excluded,87

though we should note that exclusions also apply to male gurus, such as the

common exclusion of bald men from the role of guru that we frequently find in

discussions of the ideal male guru.

It is also not surprising that Goudriaan and Gupta date this text of the

Rudrayamala88 to the same late date and same region as the texts associated

with the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice.’’ This mention of women as gurus in the Rudrayamala

may be attributable to this connection. Moreover, Tantric digests of this time

and region, such as the nineteenth-century Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya’s long

digest, the Prapatoqipı̄89 and the sixteenth-century Bengali writer, Brahma-
nanda Giri’s Saktanandataraxgipı̄, cite women as gurus. When Ramatoqapa
gives the visualization of a woman guru, he cites the Secret Practice Tantra

(GST), the text associated with the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ analyzed above. Parts of

this passage from the Rudrayamala are also quoted in Brahmananda Giri’s

Saktanandataraxgipı̄ and in Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya’s Prapatoqipı̄. Brahma-
nanda Giri’s Saktanandataraxgipı̄ also extols the initiation given by a woman,
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with that given by one’s mother to be eight times as potent, something we also

find mentioned in the Rudrayamala.90 In a passage reminiscent of the Ru-

drayamala text cited above, Brahmananda Giri praises a woman who is devoted

to her guru. On the other hand he excludes widows and also makes a woman’s

initiation contingent upon her appropriate male guardian, that is, father, hus-

band, and son, for women of youth, married life, and old age, respectively.91

Now, what does it mean for women to be gurus? In this society the guru

represents spiritual authority as well as authority in the social and public

sphere. The guru also represents a moral authority, a voice in the lives of his or

her followers, which is construed as looking to the interests of the followers.

The inclusion of women into this space of public authority, I propose, is part of

the same configuration that enjoins the worship of women. That is, it is not an

accident that the same texts that propose the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ also take for

granted the presence of women as gurus. The fact of women in this position

both signals a marker of an increase in status on public and social levels for

women, at least for these writers, and further catalyzes a process that acknowl-

edges the competence that women possess, and by dint of their intrinsic nature,

ought to possess.

Again, we should note that we do not find women as gurus in earlier

Tantras from before the thirteenth century, such as the KCT or the KuT, even

as we find that several of these texts otherwise borrow from the KCT and the

KuT.

Women Should Be Initiated

It is not just that women figure as gurus, they also figure all the way down,

suggesting that not just exceptional women were accorded this respect, but

ordinary women as well. We find references to the process of initiating women,

to women as practitioners, and to the exceptional facility with mantras that

women as a class possess. So, we find that ‘‘one should make every effort pos-

sible to initiate the women of one’s clan, one’s family (kula).’’92 Indeed, this act

of initiating women is a great blessing for the family, and it will affect future

generations. ‘‘Whoever does this auspicious act [of initiating women]—in this

lineage are born men equal to Brhaspati. There is no doubt about this. This is

the truth, this is the truth, o Goddess.’’93 Brhaspati is the guru of the gods and

noted for his learning and eloquence. So it is interesting that initiating a

woman will not bring sons who will become emperors or great warriors but

rather sons who will be learned.
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The Celestial Musician Tantra (GT) as well supplies the verse the guru

speaks to the woman as he or she initiates her, which carries with it a some-

what domesticated impulse toward marital fidelity. As we saw earlier, men

repeatmantras alongside their women. ‘‘Together with the woman, one should

recite the mantra. One should not recite the mantra alone.’’94 By way of ex-

ample, the Secret Practice Tantra (GST) informs us that the wives of the mythic

figures Krqpa and Brahma attained perfection of mantras along with their

husbands. The GST even goes so far as to assert that these male figures them-

selves only attained perfection of the mantras because they had the advantage

of having wives who also practiced the mantra. ‘‘O beloved of the mountain,

Brahma attained perfection [of the mantra] together with Savitrı̄ and in the

city of Dvaravatı̄, the God Krqpa attained perfection together with his wife

Satya.’’95

However, as I note above, what’s especially interesting about women’s

practice is the special facility women appear to have with mantras. We noted

earlier the dangerous power a woman who repeats the Durga mantra has (MT

11.33). We also noted—‘‘ just by merely thinking of a mantra a woman quickly

gets the power to give boons.’’96 The power to give boons is usually only some-

thing a very experienced yogı̄ or a guru can acquire. Yet women have a special

ability to acquire this power effortlessly: ‘‘She doesn’t have to do worship (puja),
or meditate, or purify herself with a bath’’ (GT 36.5b). As we saw earlier, just

by thinking of a mantra she has this power. Her attainment of this power is

likened to a series of other astonishing, yet well-known events. For example,

‘‘ just as by merely remembering the holy Gaxga river, one becomes free of

sin’’97 and ‘‘ just as by merely seeing a flower, a celestial musician becomes

happy’’98 and ‘‘ just as by drinking milk a person oppressed with hunger con-

quers his desire for food’’99 and ‘‘ just as by merely contemplating the Goddess

Tripura, liberation and enjoyments both arise.’’100 In the same way, we find

that ‘‘by mere contemplation women would acquire magical powers, without a

doubt.’’101

This spiritual power that a woman has is iterated elsewhere in the Blue

Goddess of Speech Tantra (NST) and the Celestial Musician Tantra (GT), with

some of the same analogies; for instance, we find the analogy to the sin-

destroying power of the Gaxga and the power of contemplation on the goddess

Tripura as well as the analogy to a hungry person being satiated by drinking

milk.102 Here also in the BT, as we saw earlier, we find that the rules for

mantras, which apply for male practitioners, do not apply to women. ‘‘The

restrictions which men contend with [in the practice of ] mantras are not at all

there for women. Anything whatsoever, by whichever [means], and moreover

in all ways [is attained], for women magical attainment (siddhi) occurs, without
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any doubt . . . for a woman, by merely contemplating [on themantra] she in this

way becomes a giver of boons. Therefore one should make every effort to

initiate a woman in one’s own family.’’103

These three texts in this context extol women’s spiritual competence, of-

fering these analogies as comparative cases to present the argument as to why

one should initiate women in mantra practice. These three texts conclude this

argument with the advice to initiate women.104

The BT and the KCT

It may be useful to compare what we find in our group of texts, particularly

the BT, with the Kulacudamapi Tantra (KCT). The KCT presents a good point

of comparison for several reasons. First, both texts deal with the left-handed

rite of sexual union. Second, both focus on and emphasize Kamakhya as an

especially sacrosanct site. Third, it is likely that the author(s) of the BT read the

much earlier KCT since the later seventeenth through eighteenth-century BT

borrows a number of verses from this much earlier tenth-century text.105 At the

same time, however, even though the BT borrows from the KCT, it neverthe-

less tends to frame what it borrows differently from the KCT.

So, for instance, the BT borrows a short hymn of ten verses from the

KCT.106 In the KCT the hymn is recited into the left ear of women who have

not yet been initiated into the joint male-female worship circles (likely similar

to the cakra puja mentioned earlier). These women who are not initiated are

being asked to participate in the group rite, something that should not happen.

Only initiated women should participate.107 The KCT offers the hymn as a

quick and easy makeshift mechanism for incorporating an uninitiated woman

into the rite. The hymn substitutes for the initiation of women, since, as the

KCT notes, ‘‘if the woman is not initiated, how can there be the kula wor-

ship?’’108 In the KCT, singing the hymn into a woman’s ear guarantees her the

same level of purity, necessary for her ritual participation, which she would

have if she had, in fact, been initiated. We should note here that the KuT as well

suggests that for the rite, the practitioner should quickly perform the initiation

for the woman who is not already initiated. ‘‘If the woman is not initiated, he

should quickly perform the initiation, o Goddess.’’109

In contrast, the BT does not use the hymn in this context at all, but rather

enjoins the hymn to be sung into the left ear of the mother of a young boy who

is about to be initiated with a mantra to increase the boy’s eloquence. The

hymn also differs slightly, perhaps relevantly, in the two versions. Where

the KCT version says to the woman, ‘‘you are mother and father,’’ the BT
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philosophizes the image of the mother, singing to the woman standing with

her son, ‘‘O Goddess, you are subject and object of perception, and you make

both subject and object manifest externally [in the world],’’ in this context

apostrophizing the human mother of the boy as the highest absolute deity.110

As a minor point, here also, the hymn plays upon a pun, where the word

for ‘‘mother’’ also always means the ‘‘subject’’ as opposed to the ‘‘object.’’ By

highlighting this homonym, the hymn articulates an inherent homology be-

tween mothers and subjectivity, perhaps hinting toward an inherent sub-

jectivity for the mother. This is, of course, a minor point, yet if this ritual was

performed as the text prescribes, perhaps it may have been awkward for this

ordinary mother to hear such expansive praise, but it could have also possibly

established for her a level of status and respect from the other male and female

observers, including her son, watching the rite’s performance. And even with-

out a knowledge of Sanskrit, this obvious pun would have likely been caught

by the listeners.

And despite the fact that these and other Tantric texts in general contain

within a single corpus a medley of various and sometimes mutually contra-

dictory positions and prescriptions, nevertheless one can note a difference in

the general tone of the BT in contrast to the KCT, and especially in its attitude

toward women, despite the fact that both texts essentially address a path that

involves the use of sexuality. So, for instance, the KCT generally follows the

portrait of the Tantric male as depicted by much contemporary scholarship on

Tantra—that is, mostly interested in the instrumental value of women for the

success of the rite,111 along with emphasis on the use of her sexual fluids112

and tinged with the desire to have women unaccountably sexually attracted to

the practitioner (in a James Bond sort of way).113 At times the KCT almost

reads like the Kama Sutra, and was likely influenced by it, with its descriptions

of the tortured states of desire that the KCT aspirant induces into the women

he wishes to attract. For instance, we find in the KCT: ‘‘gazing at him with a

sideways glance, the composure of her mind is broken by her longing,’’ and

‘‘flustered, she reveals her body by adjusting the end of her garment,’’ and ‘‘she

goes here and there, unable to bear the sexual desire.’’114 These elements are

absent from the BT. In contrast, the BT enjoins the practice of treating women

with respect—something missing from the KCT—and stresses an innate di-

vinity all women possess, even in their ordinary nonritual activities and states,

whether they participate in the rite of sexual union or not, and beyond the

spatial and temporal confines of the rite.115

With respect to the initiation of women, the BT offers no quick substitutes

for initiation. Like the KCT, the BT adheres to the same dictum—that the kula
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rite cannot be performed with a woman who is not initiated.116 However,

instead of a loophole hymn, the BT, on the contrary, strongly advocates the

initiation of women. Women, the BT’s author(s) argues, ought to be initiated

because it is very easy for them to perfect a mantra (7.189), and, as we saw

earlier, the text presents a further enticement for the spiritual education of

women, declaring the initiation of women an act of great merit, which also en-

sures that one will have a descendant equal to the guru of the gods, Brhaspati
(7.199).

No Purity Rules

One more key feature of the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ is that there are no rules to follow

for worship or recitation of the mantra. Always accompanying the verses given

earlier that proscribe against having hatred for women or treating women

badly, we find also the lack of rules. ‘‘There are no rules for time or place and no

rules for one’s situation. There are no rules for the times for mantra recita-

tion and no rules for worship or for making animal sacrifices.’’117 Further, in

a striking contrast to nearly all ritual performance elsewhere on the subcon-

tinent, no concern or need for purity. ‘‘Here there is no regard for purity and no

fault in being filthy or impure.’’118 And, contrary to normative ritual expecta-

tions, without having bathed, the practitioner can worship, and the practitioner

can worship after having already eaten food.119 We should note here in par-

ticular that this lack of rules is not exactly the same as the typical Tantric

reversal of rules, where one purposely inverts rules in order to transgress.

Rather, in this case it involves a neglect of common rules–rules, which, by the

way, often still hold good even in transgressive practices that are designed to

‘‘break’’ the rules.

Now, one of the most remarkable and pervasive features of Tantra in gen-

eral is its excessive attention to ritual regulations. Alexis Sanderson points out

how, more than rejecting earlier Vedic ritual, the Tantric becomes a ‘‘super-

ritualist.’’120 The result is something like a hypertrophied obsession with ritual.

Indeed, a quick perusal of almost any Tantric text makes this readily apparent,

and apart from this special ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ the texts consulted here also supply

no dearth of ritual regulations.121 The eschewal of ritual regulations for this

particular practice then is striking.

Why the rejection of rules? How might this operate in the context of this

practice? I’m going to suggest a possible function. On the one hand, much

of the ritual regulation we find in these Tantric texts—for example, the rule to
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not eat before the worship is complete—operates to generate a sense of purity.

Now, as Louis Dumont pointed out,122 the notion of purity can be seen as being

at the root of status and hierarchy in India (even taking into account mod-

ifications suggested by an astute thinker like Veena Das,123 to focus on aus-

piciousness as a key ingredient in the equation). So on one level, upsetting the

ritual edifice shakes up the order of things. It undermines the underlying

template that divides and sets aside certain things, times, and people as being

more pure than others.

This function of Tantra we find elsewhere also. For instance, it may be

possible to see a particular practice that Abhinavagupta discusses in the

Tantraloka as a precursor to this practice.124 He describes a path that lacks the

regulations for purity and impurity, which he then continues on to explicate in

terms of what we might see as an acknowledgment of the linguistic mutual

imbrication that opposites share, that is, how it is the case that the positing of a

particular thing always implies its absence.125 The differences from the rite we

address here have to do with the fact that (1) Abhinava does not connect this

with women; and (2) Abhinava’s explanation is a more sophisticated linguistic

argument. What these differences do share, however, is that both operate

upon an assumption that the destruction of the categories of pure and impure

leaves open the possibilities for reconstructing identity. It’s as though this

destruction of the idea of order clears the way to reconstitute the fabric of

hierarchy, and in this case, we might add, the menstrual rules limiting

women’s ritual capacities, which also contribute to the hierarchical relation of

the genders.

Rules, after all, in general function to create parameters for social identity.

Rules shape us, define who we are, and how we relate to society. Remove the

rules and the sense of self is left in an aporia; a void of identity ensues. It may

not be too far off to suggest that this neglect of rules functions to wipe the slate

clean, to undermine the normatively socially constructed and socially im-

bricated identity the participant has. One can see this encoded in the Hindu

practice of the samskara. The samskara is a ritual enactment, usually encoded

into the body, which distinguishes the recipient, often to establish a hierarchy

that makes him or her superior to those who have not undergone the rite and

that must be maintained usually through ritual regulation. In this case the

rules are erased and with it the distinguishing marks for the practitioner. It

may be possible to understand this rejection of regulation in these terms, as a

way of reconstituting the social template, which implicitly orders relations into

a structured hierarchy in order to create a space for something different, in this

case to restructure the relation between the genders.

56 renowned goddess of desire



The Key Again: Women Are Gods

Earlier I mentioned a particular signature half-verse that is repeated across

several texts and that signals a rescripting of the view of women. ‘‘Women are

Gods; women are the life-breath’’ the verse proclaims.126 Since women are

gods, it makes sense to both honor women and to construct an ethic in relation

to them whereby one does not offend them; in other words, to treat a woman

as one treats a god. And indeed we find that this innate and divine power that

women have is profound. Women are, after all, like gods, since, as the Secret

Practice Tantra (GST) tells us, ‘‘Women are the source of the world, women are

the source of everything, O Goddess.’’127 With this statement the GST as-

similates women as a class to the level of creator deity, which may partially help

to explain their apotheosis into divinity. The innate and divine power women

possess is so great, in fact, that in the Blue Goddess of Speech Tantra (NST) and

the Maya Tantra (MT) women head the list of gods and godlike figures to

whom one owes allegiance, even displacing the great gods Siva and Viqpu.
In an interesting expansion upon this idea of the ordinary woman as im-

portant, as even akin to the divine, we see that the NST advises the practitioner

to give priority to this ordinary woman. The NST urges one to rather abandon

one’s mother and father and even one’s Guru than to insult one’s female

partner. ‘‘Better to abandon one’s mother and father and one’s guru . . . than

that one should insult one’s beloved (fem.).’’128 This, in fact, precisely inverts

the common Hindi proverb that Gloria Raheja gives us: ‘‘Whoever kicks [i.e.,

offends] his mother and father to strengthen his relationship with his wife,

his sin will not go away even if he wanders through all the pilgrimage places

[where sins are said to be removed].’’129

In contrast to Raheja’s proverb, in the Blue Goddess of Speech Tantra (NST),

the Great God Siva says, ‘‘Better to abandon Brahma, Sambhu and Hari, better

that I (Bhairava) myself be abandoned, than that one should insult one’s be-

loved (fem.).’’ ‘‘One’s worship is in vain, one’s mantra recitation is useless, the

hymns one recites are in vain, the fire ceremonies with gifts to priests; all these

are in vain if one does that which is offensive to a woman.’’130

If one insults a woman, then all one’s spiritual endeavors are useless. In

this instance one can imagine this playing out on the domestic front—a hus-

band all wrapped up in his spiritual quest, worshiping the gods while his wife

tries to get him to take care of her and the family’s needs. (The husband pro-

tagonist in Deepa Mehta’s Fire [1998] comes to mind.) In our scenario here,

this wife would have a scriptural injunction to back her case. Siva, however,
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goes further than this; he continues, ‘‘Better to die than to do that which is

offensive to a woman.’’131

The MT offers the same advice as the NST, and then goes even further.

Here, not only are the male gods playing second fiddle, and one should give up

one’s life rather than insult a woman, but more than this, even the goddess is

relegated to a secondary position. ‘‘Better even that one should abandon the

Goddess (devı̄); but one should not in any way abandon one’s own beloved

female partner.’’132 This is especially key in that the ordinary woman is given

more importance than the goddess. Usually we find that the ordinary woman

has importance only because she is understood as the goddess temporarily

incarnate. However, here, this author contrasts the two and declares the or-

dinary woman more important. The MT also supplies the rationale for prior-

itizing one’s female partner: ‘‘Not the creator, not Viqpu, not Siva, not the
beautiful Goddess, not the primeval eternal Goddess—none of these [gods

or goddesses] will be able to protect the person who does that which is offen-

sive to women.’’133 That is, this ordinary woman has a power intrinsic to her

being and deserves respect as a result. So women are accorded this respect

because intrinsically they are gods, ‘‘striyo devah.’’ However, it is rather curious

that the texts all use the masculine word god (deva). That is, women are

gods and not goddesses. Elsewhere in these texts in profusion, women are

assimilated to goddesses. For instance, Siva says to the goddess, women are ‘‘in

their essence, you,’’134 using the feminine form. Why are they here in the

‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ indicated by the masculine term god?135

I’m going to suggest that the use of the masculine here is a linguistic

marker referencing another class of gods, and that as a class of gods, women

resemble this other class of living breathing gods. That is, the status that we

find for women in these texts in many respects parallels the bhu-deva, the
‘‘earth-gods,’’ that is, Brahmins, that class of humans who are like gods, but

walk the face of the earth.

This is corroborated in other ways; for instance, the GST applies the

same procedure of feeding Brahmins for the attainment of religious merit to

women. ‘‘Earlier the rules were given that one should feed a Brahmin accord-

ing to one’s ability. In the same way one should feed a woman’’ (GST 5.9bf.).

Women are like Brahmins, and just as feeding a Brahmin brings merit, so does

feeding a woman. Similarly, the BT also tells us that worshiping a woman

brings results equal to that which one gains by giving a learned Brahmin a field

rich with grain (BT 6.7f.). Elsewhere, in a list where we might expect to find

Brahmins listed, women take their place. The CT says, ‘‘One should make

great efforts and with devotion worship the guru, goddess, sadhus (itinerant
practitioners), woman, and the immortal self.’’136 It would not have been at all
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against normative expectations to find Brahmins in this fourth position slot;

instead here we find the category ‘‘women.’’ Again, the GST describes for each

of the four castes the state of beatitude one can expect from the repetition of the

mantra associated with the Five Ms.137 Here, the Brahmin is absorbed into the

supreme self; the warrior caste (kqatriya) gets to dwell with the supreme god-

dess eternally; the merchant attains the same form as the supreme goddess

(svarupa); and the servant caste (sudra) gets to live in the same general world as

the goddess (saloka). The text then includes women as a fifth caste, who get

absorbed into the body of the goddess.138

The point of interest for us here is that women are marked as a class, like

Brahmins, like the other three castes. They function as a category, just as Brah-

mins function as a category. One should not harm women as a class, because

women are a class. Like Brahmins, who should also not be harmed because

they are earth-walking gods (bhu-devah), women are also a class of gods who

happen to be walking on earth. And again, just as we find in normative Hin-

duism that serving Brahmins, these earth-walking gods, leads a person to sal-

vation, so similarly, all ‘‘beings reach salvation by serving women.’’139 Earlier I

noted a verse from the GST that assimilates women as a class to the creator

god. In fact, this is precisely what we find with Brahmins who get linguistically

and otherwise assimilated to the creator god Brahma.
This class action reverence is not at all like the respect accorded to the guru

or the yogı̄. In the case of the guru especially, most Tantric texts, including

these, are eminently cognizant of the existence of both good and false gurus,

and take no pains to supply us with lists of the qualities we might expect to see

in both. Gurus are individuals and individually merit worship and respect. Not

so the case with Brahmins, and here with women. Just as Brahmins as a class

are categorically offered respect, so these texts enjoin this sort of class-based

respect toward women. We should keep in mind here how radically this di-

verges from normative Hindu tradition where women as a caste are mostly

lumped in with, or placed on a par with, the lowest of the four castes, the

sudras.140 Likewise, women’s facility with mantras extends to members of the

class as a whole and not specifically to particular women.

What does this class action reverence mean for women? It affords a way for

shifting the status women have in the social sphere. For our own purposes,

what’s interesting about this is precisely that it does not rely especially upon a

version of gender founded on a duality. This nonbinary model, I suspect, is

part of what’s key in the reconfiguring of women’s roles. A dualistic model, one

could argue, implicitly structures itself around a notion of self and other that

inevitably encodes an agonistic model, which by its very form as duality resists

reconciliation. It may be that, as Kristeva and Lacan argue, insofar as we
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construct our sense of self out of an element that must be extruded outside and

alienated as ‘‘other’’ to our selves—and as an other that has historically taken

the form of woman, as both Lacan and Kristeva note141—this ‘‘other,’’ as a

perpetually alienated ‘‘other,’’ then becomes and remains intrinsic to the sta-

bility of self. That is, we can’t get rid of the ‘‘other’’ without destabilizing our

sense of self. This indeed presents a formidable psychological barrier to seeing

women as equal, to releasing them from the category of ‘‘other.’’ On the other

hand, the model that these texts present offers one possible way out of the

impasse we find with the binary self/other (echoed in the binary of man/

woman). The very multiplicity of the terms destabilizes the system. This may

offer possibilities for rethinking gender outside a dualist hierarchy.
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2

Sex Talk and Gender Rites

Women and the Tantric Rite of Sexual Union

If having sex with women could give enlightenment, then all the

creatures in the world ought to be enlightened.

—Vasiqtha, in dialogue with the Buddha

(Cı̄nacara Tantra 4.23)1

Tantra has become an orientalist wet dream, a transgressive, weird,

sexy, dangerous world.

—Wendy Doniger

Representations of Sex/Sex as Representation

The ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ that we saw in chapter 2 includes the Tantric rite of

sexual union. One, of course, wonders, ‘‘Did anyone ever really do

this?’’ That is, were these practices of Tantric ritual sex ever enacted?

And, further, what might it mean for a woman to participate in the

rite of sexual union in the first place?

This chapter looks at the Tantric rite of sexual union as we find it

in this particular group of Tantric texts from the fifteenth through

eighteenth centuries located in northeast India. With this, I want to

counter the notion that sex in Tantra universally functions to con-

struct women as objects for male gains.2 I suggest rather that the

Tantric rite of sexual union is a more varied phenomenon. At times, as

here in this version found in texts associated with the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’3



we find a picture of the Tantric rite that reimagines its Tantric attitude toward

women, and we should note that here we deal with living ordinary women and

not goddesses inside the male body. This is not, I should emphasize, how I see

the Tantric rite of sexual union to typically function, nor how much other fine

scholarship has depicted it.4 In fact, I was surprised to note the differences this

portrayal of the rite presented. The differences we find here, on the one hand,

remind us that Tantra is by no means monolithic. Its practices varied and its

attitudes toward women varied. On the other hand, the differences here offer

us other models for understanding both women and ways of imagining the

relationship between the body and the ‘‘spirit.’’

Key in the portrait of the rite here is that it moves away from a notion of

ascetic mastery over the body and women. This is coded in the rite gesturally,

in the ways that bodies act in relation to one another. It is also iterated con-

ceptually. The God Siva tells us in the Great Blue Tantra (BT) that there is a

particular secret behind the Tantric rite of sexual union. This secret has to do

with the understanding that the feminine principle is not matter, but spirit. We

may remind ourselves that almost universally in India (and the West) the

feminine is otherwise coded asmatter. The idea that the feminine is matter and

the masculine is spirit, which is a legacy of early Saṁkhya theory, pervades

throughout in Indian thought, and, we might add, also in the West. In this

Tantric view, however, the masculine principle is coded as matter, the insen-

tient ‘‘dead’’ body. This secret that the BT reveals is an unusual representation

of the feminine, and the author of this text is no doubt aware of the deviance

from the norm that he makes.

Yet on further reflection, we realize that with this image of the feminine as

spirit, this author actually simply carries to its logical conclusion the ramifi-

cations of a pervasive Tantric maxim. That is, one finds everywhere the Tantric

saying that the god Siva—who usually is conceived as supreme spirit—is ac-

tually a mere corpse (sava), a dead body, mere matter, without the feminine

principle (sakti). The male god is the ‘‘dead body’’ while the female is the

enlivening ‘‘spirit.’’ Iconographically, this appears in the well-known image of

the goddess Kalı̄ astride the corpse Siva. What might this mean in the context

of the revelation from the BT’s author of the secret that women are ‘‘spirit’’? For

the god Siva to declare that the feminine, which is typically ‘‘body,’’ is in fact

‘‘spirit’’—and with this the intention is that the female is not object, not

matter—entails a rejection of the notion that one should ‘‘master’’ the feminine.

Thus, the rejection of a model of male asceticism is conceptually coherent with

the rewriting of the feminine as ‘‘spirit.’’

What we see in this depiction of the rite is essentially a discourse around

women’s bodies, bodies in general, the practice of sex, and how identity gets
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configured. This discourse contributes to our understanding of the ways that

‘‘talk’’ about women and about sex sets the terms for how we understand

women and their bodies.

In this chapter as well, however, we take up the problem of the relation

between sex represented in a text and the question of whether ‘‘anyone ever

really did this.’’ That is, what does it mean to portray a rite involving sex in a

textual source? In this sense, this chapter is also about how we enact identity,

and especially about how sex and language—and language about sex—get

employed in this process. We have to keep in mind that texts that talk about the

rite of sexual union are doing just that—‘‘talking’’ about sex. We do not directly

document ritual practices involving sex from the fifteenth through eighteenth

centuries, but rather we see how these practices are represented. That is, here

we confine ourselves to looking at ‘‘talk’’ about sex in the fifteenth through

eighteenth centuries and how this discourse might be interpreted. Especially,

here it is important to place this ‘‘talk’’ about sex in relation to the ways that we

in the twenty-first century employ talk about sex. How does our ‘‘talk’’ about sex

differ from theirs?

Moreover, what does it mean to ‘‘talk’’ about sex? For our contemporary

world, ‘‘talk’’ of sex is often construed to degrade women, such as that we find

in a popular understanding of pornography (as if the speaking of sex, the very

act of representing it, somehow inevitably entails an element of the porno-

graphic). Here I am thinking specifically of Catharine Mackinnon’s legal ar-

guments against pornography, but her view is not an uncommon one.5 What

this rite may help us to discover is that ‘‘talk’’ of sex need not necessarily be

scripted in only this way.

Against the grain of a pervasive objectification of woman as bodies and the

consequent silencing of women’s voices that ‘‘talk’’ of sex often engenders, we

find a creative reappropriation of sexuality here. The rite of sexual union here

teaches us that women are ‘‘spirit’’ rather than body, and it offers a model to

shift away from an idea of male mastery over women and over the body. With a

prescience that, from our position in the twenty-first century, we cannot help

marveling at, these authors appear to recognize the links between an ideology

of ascetic mastery (especially mastery over the body) and the denigration of

women.

I focus in chapter 1 on the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ a specific practice that gets rid

of all rules except one: treating women with respect. We may note that when

the texts describe the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ in this group of texts from the fifteenth

through eighteenth centuries, one always finds the rite of sexual union asso-

ciated with it. What is interesting in this association is that what the ‘‘Kalı̄
Practice’’ encodes prescriptively, in letting go of rules except the rule of treating
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women with respect, gets reiterated on the level of gesture in the rite of sexual

union through its ritual incorporation of physical gestures of respect toward

the woman. This idea of respect toward women is further encoded metaphor-

ically through narrative in the story of Vasiqtha learning this rite. For the dis-

cussion here I drawmostly from two texts in this group of eight texts associated

withnortheast India, theBrhannı̄laTantra ‘‘GreatBlueTantra’’ (BT)andtheCı̄na-
cara Tantra (CT).

We should note that Tantric texts vary in their representation of this rite,

and earlier texts such as theKularpava Tantra (KuT) or theKulacudamapi Tantra
(KCT) offer a different version of the rite, even as the later BT borrows in nu-

merous places from the tenth-century KCT. So, for instance, the BT enjoins that

the practitioner bow to the woman with whom he performs the rite, something

we do not see in earlier ‘‘left-handed’’ Tantras such as the Kularpava Tantra

(KuT) or the Kulacudamapi Tantra (KCT).

Rather, the much earlier KCT offers a flamboyant image of the male

Tantric hero, an ultimate womanizer, virile, attractive to women, and yet him-

self ‘‘cool,’’ unmoved; he just ‘‘uses’’ women, albeit for their bodily fluids. To

illustrate briefly some of the difference, we can look at a passage in the much

earlier (ca. tenth-century) Kulacudamapi Tantra (KCT), ‘‘when he has finished

repetition of the kulakula mantra, instantly he attracts the woman whose name

he has written in the ritual diagram. Even if she is a hundred leagues away, on

a mountain or in the middle of a river, guarded with chains in the middle of a

thousand islands, her eyes rolling with desire, her waist trembling from the

weight of her breasts . . . she comes, her heart desiring the practitioner.’’6

We find a kind of machismo in this image of the suave magical seducer

and the passion of the woman he magically controls, a machismo nowhere pre-

sent in the BT. On the other hand, we find in the BT an advocacy of reverence

toward women outside the context of the rite, and even toward women whom

he never participates with in the rite—something we do not find in earlier ‘‘left-

handed’’ Tantras like the KCT or the KuT.7

Similarly, in the KuT the image of woman differs from what we find in the

BT. For the earlier KuT the woman as yoginı̄, female counterpart to the yogı̄,

predominates. She appears fierce, and we are not dealing with merely a fierce

deity, but an image of woman as akin to a fury, a mad devouring creature, ready

to eat the practitioner who makes a mistake. So we find in the KuT, ‘‘the fool

who makes distinctions based on caste while in the middle of the cakra [rite],

the yoginı̄s devour him.’’8 We do not find this or a similar depiction of a female

in the BT. The psychological implications of a devouring female are potent.

They signal an image of woman as as enemy, encoding an agonistic attitude
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toward women. Especially it signals the category of the female as the projection

of male fears. The differences we find may be read as a shift in attitudes to-

ward women for the later text, acknowledging women in the place of the

subject, and, that in a way that does not project images of women as inhu-

man, uncontrollable devouring creatures. In appendix 1 I examine in greater

detail the differences we find between the BT’s configuration of the rite of

sexual union and what we find in other Tantric texts elsewhere.

Also, I suggest that this—what we might call ‘‘reappropriation’’ of the rite

of sexual union—is deliberate and consciously crafted by these authors through

the details and shifts these authors add. Beyond this, we should also note that

through this ‘‘talk’’ of the rite, the BT’s coding of the rite of sexual union offers

another language in addition, encoding its message in the gestures of the

otherwise mute body. In this sense we find two kinds of ‘‘talk,’’ language that

describes and the performative silent speech of the body’s gestures.

In what follows we first explore the myth of Vasiqtha learning the rite of

sexual union and how this teaching moves away from a model of ascetic male

domination over women and over the body. Following this we address some

methodological considerations for how we can use texts, apart from other

forms of evidence, to discuss images of women in Tantra. After this, we then

briefly address representations of Tantric sex for the West, and then how we

may use contemporary feminist discussions of sex as representation to help us

situate the representation of Tantra for the West. This discussion takes up a

thread of looking at different forms of speech, particularly speech that docu-

ments or records events in contrast to speech that is performative, ‘‘doing’’

what it says.

In the final part of this chapter we look at the Tantric text itself, in this case

the BT, in terms of its own status as a representation that also functions to

enact identity, just as our current discussions about Tantra do. Here we explore

the relationship between the text as speech and the rite of sexual union as

gesture, which gives a ‘‘message’’ enacted on the body. Finally we conclude by

addressing how the particular version of the rite of sexual union in the BT

contributes to enact a particular identity for women. With this we examine the

details of the rite of sexual union in the BT.

The Education of Vasiqtha

The myth we look at here revolves around a particular man, a sage named

Vasiqtha. Vasiqtha is well known in the Hindu landscape as a role model of
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piety. Soft-spoken, calm, with the divine docile cow at his side, Vasiqtha embod-

ies the Brahmin ascetic. He stands for the values of orthodox Hinduism.9 On

the other hand, his Tantric persona is less well known. In Kamakhya, his pi-
ety undergoes a sea change. Rather than the mirror-perfect image of pious

Brahmin perfection, he presents a hard-headed and fastidious adherence to

empty and inhibited rules of purity. He conquers the senses, but his is a fa-

natical ascetic excess, a denial of the sensual, the body, and all that is associ-

ated with, in his mind, the tainted world of desires (Cı̄nacara Tantra [CT] 1.34).
In Vasiqtha’s story the Cı̄nacara Tantra (CT) tells us, ‘‘Worshipping the

Great Goddess of Illusion, Vasiqtha conquered his senses excessively; indeed,

his worship lasted a thousand years.’’10 Elsewhere in this text his worship on

the Blue Hill in Kamakhya lasts even longer, ten thousand years.11 Despite the

fervor of his worship, however, the text tells us, ‘‘the Goddess Tara, the savior
who carries one across the cycle of birth and death, did not bestow her grace on

him.’’12 He prays to Tara, who is here also called ‘‘Mahamaya,’’ the Great God-

dess of Illusion, and she just ignores him. Why is she ignoring him? Vasiqtha,
who cannot bear being ignored by her, is blazing with anger (kopena jvalito),

and he seeks out the creator god Brahma for answers. Brahma responds: ‘‘And
that Brahma said to the sage, ‘listen to my words, son. Tara, who is a vidya
[Goddess as magical speech], contains within herself the knowledge of all the

elements of the cosmos (tattva). She carries one across the worlds. With your

mind linked to perfection, worship her auspicious feet. Really, because of her

grace I create the fourteen worlds and I produce the four Vedas.’’13 Vasiqtha’s
interview with the male creator god Brahma provides no good answers as to

why she keeps ignoring his intense worship, but rather sends him back to

asceticism. Even after still more long but fruitless efforts, Tara still ignores

Vasiqtha. At this point Vasiqtha has had enough. The text tells us, ‘‘Then, that

lord of sages blazing with great anger, then having taken water, he proceeded

to curse her.’’14 Only then, at this point does she appear to him. However, she

does not succumb to his anger and does not grant him a boon. Rather she re-

bukes him for his harshness, politely informing him that his method is wrong,

and all his many sensory restraints completely useless. Even as Tara rebukes

Vasiqtha, shemaintains a polite demeanor, addressing him as ‘‘bhavan,’’ a term
of respect.15 We see here,

Then the Goddess of Great Illusion, the Saviour who gives all magical

attainments, spoke to Vasiqtha, the best of sages and highest among

the practitioners. ‘‘Sir, how is it that you with your mind full of

harshness have cursed me? There is one person who knows the pro-

cedure for worshipping me, no one else. That is Viqpu, who has
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taken the form of the Buddha. Your intense ascetical restraints and

the time you have spent are completely useless, wasted. Without

knowing the essence of me you have with this practice created ob-

stacles. Now go to where Viqpu is, who has taken the form of the

Buddha.’’16

Thus she sends him off to the Buddha. Vasiqtha’s methods are all wrong,

but he has no clue about what exactly is not right in his method of bull-headed

mastery over the body, in his ten thousand years of asceticism. What then does

the Buddha teach him? The Buddha teaches him the rite of sexual union.

When Vasiqtha fails after the first round of ten thousand years of asceti-

cism, he initially seeks out Brahma, desperate for answers on his failed wor-

ship. Brahma responds against Vasiqtha’s expectations. Brahma refuses to

commiserate with Vasiqtha and refuses to act as intermediary for him with the

goddess. Instead, Brahma praises the greatness of Tara. He even subordinates

his own position as creator to Tara’s, telling Vasiqtha that his own creation of

the four Vedas, the preeminent holy books of India, came by the grace of the

goddess Tara. After Vasiqtha recounts his fruitless efforts, Brahma again urges

him to go back to Kamakhya and continue his efforts. Vasiqtha, who has any-

way conquered his sensual desires, gives it another try, and fails, and finally

curses the goddess Tara in his frustration.

She, however, also thwarts his expectations. Tara does not give in to his

outburst of temper. She responds to his curse, pointing out his unsagelike

anger, ‘‘How is it that you with anger and such a harsh attitude curse me?’’ The

politeness she displays, using the honorific forms to address him, throughout

her rejection especially makes a point here. Even as Tara rebukes Vasiqtha, her
politeness in the process highlights her superiority to him. He, purportedly a

self-controlled sage, loses his cool, becoming emotionally distraught and un-

controlled. With his emotional outburst, he rather acts out a frequent charge

leveled toward women, that is, an ‘‘emotional irrationality,’’ while she, the

‘‘woman,’’ the one typically culturally coded to be the ‘‘emotional irrational’’ one,

on the other hand, maintains a sense of self-control. She is polite and calm,

offering a cool, deliberate refusal of his curse. In the end she controls the in-

teraction and ends it, sending him off to the Buddha, who is here an incarnation

of the Hindu god Viqpu, for proper teaching. In this sense also, her initial si-

lence ought not to be read as the silence of the woman as subaltern, but rather

as a sign of her power. While her ‘‘talk’’ here eventually clarifies their relative

power, the silence behind it is one that suggests her choice rather than his.

What strikes one especially in this tale of Vasiqtha’s education is first, how

this goddess Tara upsets the normative cycle of events—typically, austerities
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must confer results from the gods worshiped. The innumerable uncouth de-

mons who gain powers that they then use to harass the gods are the most

salient example of this mostly incontrovertible law of austerity. Even when the

practitioner is otherwise unworthy and impure of heart, and the deity knows it,

she or he is still constrained to offer a boon, albeit frequently with a tricky

loophole. Some especially well-known examples would include the demons

Ravapa, Taraka, Hirapyakasipu, Mahiqasura, but also numerous others.

Second, we note how she upsets typical representations of the feminine,

as well, especially in that she manages to elude both poles of a pervasive bi-

furcation of woman as either nurturing, a motherlike figure, or a temptress,

what Tracy Pintchman describes as an ambiguity that make women either

‘‘instruments of salvation’’ or ‘‘temptresses.’’17 The goddess Tara, in contrast,

presents an image of a woman that is neither a nurturing mother, nor a tempt-

ress. If anything, we might analogize her to a demanding and meticulous con-

noisseur of fine food or art who just knows when it’s all wrong.18 She matter-

of-factly points out his ignorance, how he ‘‘with this practice which is all

wrong’’ (CT 1.43a) needs proper instruction. Her ability to upset typical gen-

dered expectations establishes for her in this case an autonomy and subjec-

tive agency; she is emphatically not at the whim of this conquering ascetical

Brahmin.

The Buddha’s Teaching: The ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’

When Vasiqtha first sees the Buddha, like the good Brahmin that he is (and

also like a number of good nineteenth-century orientalists), Vasiqtha is appal-
led by the Tantric Buddha’s profligate behavior with women and wine.19

Vasiqtha sees the Buddha drinking wine, ‘‘his eyes red and rolling with intox-

ication,’’20 and ‘‘excited with love play.’’21 The CT tells us ‘‘from afar, in this way,

Vasiqtha spied the Buddha. He became filled with confusion. Remembering

the Goddess who carries one across birth and death, he [thought], ‘What is this

karma that Viqpu is doing in the form of the Buddha! This crazy, intoxicated

behavior goes against my [understanding] of the doctrine of the Veda.’ ’’22

Vasiqtha is surprised and initially skeptical about the value of the rite of

sexual union. He says, ‘‘If having sex with women could give enlightenment,

then all the creatures in the world ought to be enlightened from relations with

women.’’23 However, after Vasiqtha hears a mysterious voice from the sky urg-

ing him onward (CT 2.8–11), he decides to take teachings from the Buddha.

‘‘Thus the great-souled Vasiqtha was thinking [about the Buddha’s crazy
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behavior], and then a voice in the sky announced, ‘Do not worry like this, o man

of a good vow. O sage, this behavior is the highest truth in the worship of the

Goddess Taripı̄, the Saviour.’ ’’24

Vasiqtha’s hair stands on end when he hears this voice. Then we see,

‘‘Vasiqtha, thrilled [by the sound of the voice in the sky], fell flat on the ground

like a stick as it were. Then, rising up, the sage brought his palms together in

obeisance and said ‘I bow.’ He went to Viqpu, who was in the form of the

Buddha, o Parvatı̄. Now, that Buddha, who was staggering happily from the

wine, when he saw him, the Buddha, happy in himself, said, ‘what brings you

here?’ ’’25

The Buddha then teaches him the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’26 the special practice

discussed in chapter 1, which emphasizes a complete absence of rules except

one. Here, as we see also in the BT, there are no rules regarding time, or place,

or food, and so on.: ‘‘Everything is pure; there is never any time that is not

auspicious’’ and ‘‘he can worship the Goddess in any way at all, [even] without

having taken a bath, [even] having already eaten.’’27 This stands in stark con-

trast to typical Tantra, where rules permeate every activity in abundance. Es-

pecially the rules about bathing and not having eaten before worship are

normally important. Yet here what is important, the text continues on, is that

‘‘one should not ever have hatred towards women, even more so of the worship

of a woman. He should not ever criticize women or abuse them; and moreover,

he should not ever lie to women or do that which they do not like.’’28

That the text tells the practitioner to be honest with women is interesting

and not found in earlier texts like the KuT.29 I do not think it is suggesting too

much to say that for this text to prescribe that men be honest with women

signals a shift in attitudes toward women. It suggests treating women, this

otherwise typical ‘‘other,’’ as men would like to be treated, and in this way

suggests that women, too, occupy the subjective place that men assume. We

find here also the statement ‘‘Women are Gods, women are the life breath.’’30

Further, in this lesson Vasiqtha discovers that ‘‘all beings reach salvation by

serving women,’’31 a reversal of the more typical well-known dictum whereby

women reach salvation by serving their husbands, or low-caste persons reach

salvation by serving Brahmins.

Specifically, this ‘‘talk’’ about how women should be viewed, a talk directed

specifically against asceticism, enacts a different attitude toward women. With

this practice centered on women, the Buddha advocates to Vasiqtha a recog-

nition of a subjective autonomy for women, in their bodies, which he advo-

cates should not be physically abused, and in their subjective sense of self, in

his advice to speak truthfully to women and not to criticize women.32
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Bodies and Mastery

In terms of the specifics of the rite of sexual union, what exactly does the

Buddha teach Vasiqtha? What the Buddha teaches him is not a better tech-

nique for mastery, one that here utilizes the female body and the act of sex.

Sometimes one gets this image from descriptions of the Tantric rite of sexual

union—that what Tantric sex is really about is a technique used for employing

bodies, especially female bodies, and in this context the use and abuse of

female bodies as objects, simply manipulated for male gains, most often in

order to obtain some particular supernatural mastery of the world, for instance,

the power to fly through the air. I am not suggesting that these representations

of the Tantric rite of sexual union are incorrect. In fact, we do find just this

attitude in a number of texts, and I discuss this in greater detail in appendix 1.33

Rather, I suggest that we should be hesitant in applying a monolithic and

unitary view of the motive for Tantric practice. If we look closely at the various

texts available, we find that the practice of the Tantric rite of sexual union

reveals a variety of different agendas and motivations. Indeed, as indigenous

sources imply by their use of varied nomenclature, searching for unitary mo-

tives within a complex history, all aligned under the single vague and slippery

rubric ‘‘Tantra,’’ may in fact work to muddle key differences.

What, then, does the Buddha teach Vasiqtha? Vasiqtha’s initial attempts

are driven by an ideology of mastery. If he just practices long enough, ten

thousand years, he will force the goddess to yield to his prayers, or so he thinks.

He hangs onto an ascetic purity that represents not only a wrongheaded cling-

ing to outward forms, but, with this, the CT points to the deeper underlying

problem in his attitude, that it clings to a model of domination. For Vasiqtha,
ascetic practice entails a mechanical application of laws.34 In the same way that

he masters and subdues his body and senses, Vasiqtha also attempts to mas-

ter, rather than listen to, the goddess Tara. Vasiqtha’s vain attempts at domi-

nation result rather in her criticism of his harshness. In one sense, her neglect

of him, ignoring his continued worship, is only simply mirroring to him that

his apparent worship is at its core an attempt to actually ‘‘ignore’’ her, by

construing her as object rather than subject. She is not a subject in relation to

him; he sees her as object, mechanically forced to confer boons for his long

asceticism.

The Buddha teaches him to let go of his force-laden asceticism, to instead

embrace a model that involves a recognition of the other, in this case, the

‘‘other’’ as women. If asceticism is a denial of a need for help from another, the

goddess Tara, through the teachings of the Buddha about how to worship her,
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appears to be deconstructing this model of isolation, especially through a

teaching that reincorporates the body rather than denying it. It is the body

especially that Vasiqtha conquers through his long asceticism, and it is pre-

cisely the body that is reenlivened, and allowed to register a variety of needs,

desires, and states of pleasure through the rite of sexual union.

The body in many ways stands as quintessential other; the body is often

associated with the feminine in precisely this context. To get Vasiqtha to rec-

ognize rather than deny the body is to revoke a rule of dominance that sub-

jugates nature and its representative in the body and, by extension, women.

These three—nature, the body, and woman—are connected as secondarymem-

bers of a pervasive binary pattern (mind/body, man/woman, subject/object,

spirit/nature, and so on) that we find not only in medieval India but also in the

West as well. Here the secondary member is relegated to a marginal and in-

ferior status in relation to the first. Yet, even as the second member of this

binary is extruded from the proper domain of subjecthood, it nevertheless func-

tions to constitute the idea of a subject, by standing outside and apart from

it. For Vasiqtha’s education, the more normative typical coding, where the first

member of these binaries is master of the second, is unlearned.

What Vasiqtha learns (or unlearns) from the Buddha is to shift away from

an attitude of rejection and subjugation of the body, the feminine, this second

element in the binary. In allowing a slippery incursion into Vasiqtha’s world of

this habitually excluded other, he experiences a greater displacement of so-

lipsistic, egoic identity than any amount of self/(body)-denying austerity could

have ever afforded. He shifts from his initial, world-denying abstraction of his

self as a self that excludes anything that might taint it with the smell of con-

tingency. The Buddha’s lesson leads him instead to a recognition of his own

embeddedness within a world where he must efface not the trace of his body

through austerity, but the impulse to make that which is other to him, both the

goddess and his body, into mere objects. What is key here is that the enlight-

enment the Buddha offers presents a shift in paradigms; it is a move away

from a notion of attaining a transcendental self. The Buddha offers a model

that relationally incorporates the body and others as existentially legitimate.

What is more, he shifts his attitude toward women and the body through

a practice of sex. For Western ears, where talk of sex is more frequently as-

sociated with the pornographic,35 this may initially sound like an odd depic-

tion of the function of sex. I suggest that it may be helpful to work against our

Western presumptions regarding ‘‘sex’’ if we stress the first term in the phrase

‘‘rite of sexual union’’ rather than the second. As rite, this depiction of this act

involves an enactment (reenactment?) of the social order. In this sense the rite

serves to construct identities.
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In the final analysis, what he teaches with this special ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ is
more about an attitude than a technique—about listening to women, not forc-

ing them to mechanically fulfill his own desires. As we see in teachings of the

‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ in the BT, ‘‘women should not ever be coerced (hathad) . . .not
even mentally’’ (6.343f.).

Methodological Caveats

What does it mean for a seventeenth-century Indian author to suggest in the

voice of the Buddha that women maintain a sovereign right over their bodies

and that women should be esteemed? Is it some unexpected form of a proto-

feminism that takes its own contours, one, perhaps to our view, oddly con-

nected with sex? We should keep in mind, however, that this is discourse, a

kind of ‘‘talk.’’ The articulation of this special ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ especially across
several texts, suggests both its possible implementation, and the obverse, a

world where this understanding did not figure as normative, hence the desire

to say it in texts.

With this, I do not attempt to make claims regarding the historical be-

havior of actual women or male Tantric practitioners. This is clearly a desid-

eratum, however; recovering the ‘‘what really happened’’ of seventeenth-

century northeast India is a project that from all sides and methodologies is

fraught with the inevitable contortions of representation. What we address

here is especially how we might go about making sense of all these repre-

sentations, all this ‘‘talk’’ about how one should view women and the rela-

tionship between women and sex. Part of what this chapter does, then, is to

explore how we in the twenty-first century also bring to our discussions of

Tantric sex in the seventeenth century our own embedded presumptions about

women and sex, so that we may not merely naively read into the images of

women and sex that we find in these textual representations of women and

sex. Keeping in mind the refractory lens we employ, we can glean a strand of

seventeenth-century life, an attitude toward women that at least some people in

this late medieval period were ‘‘talking’’ about.

More than this, however, I suggest that what is really valuable about the

rite depicted here is not so much how well it portrays seventeenth-century

practices. Rather it is significant because we see the historical propagation of

a discourse about women. These texts reflect the emergence of a discourse,

‘‘talk,’’ addressing social relations between the genders. I suggest that its im-

portance lies in the challenge, as discourse, that it presents to normative

classifications.
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I should repeat that I use the terms subject and subjective here not so much

as a designation of some sort of ‘‘real’’ or existentially autonomous entity—

certainly there are considerable philosophical and cultural problems entailed

in assigning this notion to a nonmodern non-Western context. So, instead of

discussing real or historical subjects, I rather point to a designation that sig-

nifies a slippery but rhetorically and grammatically effective and prevalent

category, even without our being able to precisely demarcate the locus or limits

of this being as representation.

I should also emphasize that this rite associated with the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’
does not homologize women to goddesses, and then venerate only the abstract

goddess, recognizing the woman only coincidentally and temporarily as her

channel during the few hours while the rite lasts. It is also not about wor-

shiping goddesses who are stone images, or far away, or intangible goddes-

ses (those typically more amenable to pronouncing precisely what the aspi-

rant wishes to hear). Rather, this practice is about venerating ordinary, living

women.

So, in the Tantric rite of sexual union as the CT lays it out, the goddess is

explicitly not invoked for the rite. The CT is explicit on this point, ‘‘And there

the Goddess is not invoked,’’36 precisely because this ordinary human woman,

in her prosaic everyday state, is already, without any necessary transforma-

tions, the deity to be worshiped. She is explicitly here not a temporary channel

for the goddess, but divine in her usual, normal, nonexotic and nonextra-

ordinary self.37 And, as we saw in chapter 1, the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ goes against the
more typical rule of only treating the woman as a goddess during the short

span of the rite, where she afterward reverts again to her ordinary status as

second-class citizen.38

Tantric Sex in the West

To help contextualize what may appear as a reading against the grain of the

way sex is typically understood to function, including its perceived function

within Tantra, in what follows below we look at a particularly pervasive view of

Tantra, the notion in the West of Tantra as sexually titillating.

For the West, even the idea of the Tantric rite of sexual union in general

has more typically been portrayed as a titillating display of the exotic and las-

civious East, especially for the early European interpreters of Tantra. The well-

known Indologist and author of a Sanskrit dictionary, Monier Monier-Williams,

in the early twentieth century, for example, would write how Tantra repre-

sented a ‘‘degenerate’’ ‘‘licentiousness.’’39 In fact, Tantra’s prurience is for
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Monier-Williams so excessive that he cannot quite bring himself to even des-

ignate these practices with a religious terminology—as rites. Instead, they can

only be named as ‘‘orgies’’; so he writes, ‘‘the rites, or rather orgies of the left-

hand worshippers. . . .’’40

Encoded within his critique is also a gendered element to the disdain he

professes. So, when Tantric worshipers follow the method that favors male

gods over goddesses, we find them in his view as being there ‘‘not with any

undue preference for the female divinity, and not with any implication of

impure ideas,’’41 suggesting in his categorization, and even in his syntax, an

equation of the female and the impure. In his view there is a natural correla-

tion between female divinities and ‘‘impure’’ ‘‘licentiousness.’’ And in keeping

with this, in his view it is the worship of the goddess that merits the negatively

connotated language of ‘‘orgies,’’ implying, as he does elsewhere in this pas-

sage, that the inclusion of the feminine as deity could somehow only result in

a perverse sexual licentiousness. So he notes regarding the doctrine whereby

the feminine is incorporated into absolute godhead in Siva as Ardhanarı̄svara,
‘‘the God who is half woman,’’ the half male and half female form of the god

Siva: ‘‘it may easily be imagined that a creed like this was likely to degenerate

into impure doctrines.’’42 Further, in an incorrect but telling reflection of his

biases, he asserts that the female goddess Durga presides over two operations,

sexual intercourse and the acquisition of magical powers.43 Today, in the

twenty-first century, the degree to which Tantra is still popularly conflated with

a Kama Sutra–style enhancement of sexual pleasure is all too readily apparent

from even a cursory glance at the World Wide Web.44

Even though this appraisal of Tantra as a topic of titillation has been

mostly discounted in recent scholarship—(and I will here, as one example

among many, cite Paul Muller-Ortega’s fine scholarship,45 which focuses on

deciphering the metaphorical understanding of physical practices as a ‘‘phe-

nomenology of consciousness’’46 particularly in the schools of Trika Saivism
associated with Abhinavagupta)—and despite this palpable shift away from sex

in contemporary scholars, nevertheless, this attitude lingers.47 Biswasnarayan

Shastri in his introduction to the Yoginı̄ Tantra says that secrecy in Tantra has

to do with ‘‘repulsive’’ practices that likely devolve into a drunken orgy, and the

use of sex and liquor.48 Similarly, S. C. Banerji writes of a popular Tantric

attitude that resulted in ‘‘Tantric practices of incredible indecency’’ and a ‘‘li-

cense and lasciviousness that corrupted the society.’’49 Given his generally

sympathetic introduction to the text, it would be hard to argue that Shastri, an

Indianscholar, evincesanespecially orientalist disdain for theYoginı̄ Tantra; and

similarly with Banerji’s work on Tantra. Rather, one might read this language

as a symptom of a lingering association, where the word choice of ‘‘repulsive’’
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and ‘‘lascivious’’ reflects the obverse and politically correct side of a repressed

titillation.50

More recently, Wendy Doniger’s review of David White’s recent The Kiss of

the Yoginı̄ elicited a critique from a segment of the Indian immigrant com-

munity, accusing her of misreading sexuality into Tantra.51Doniger’s review is

both far more circumspect and subtle than her critics suggest; more exact

would be to conclude that it is not that her review reads sexuality into these

texts, as that she is noting how sexuality has, in the past, been read into these

texts. That is, she describes and documents an element already embedded in

the history of a Western understanding of Tantra.

She delineates just this element of titillation as a component of the West-

ern study and representation of Tantra, using phraseologies borrowed from

pornography: ‘‘soft-core’’ and ‘‘hard-core.’’52 This language referencing well-

known categories for levels of pornographic exposure accurately references the

Western historical reception of Tantra, even as it also implicitly links by exten-

sion with the discourse it references: pornography.

‘‘Talk’’ and Titillation

I present here mere snapshots, which at best only allude to a complex history of

Tantra’s representation for the West. My purpose in this chapter is not to flesh

out this history, but merely to suggest the possibility of shifting our lens to

incorporate other possibilities for how we might understand sex in Tantra. So

it is important to throw a spotlight onto this lingering connotative element

where Tantra is associated with titillation and the pornographic in order to

clear a space for reexamining the ways that ‘‘talk’’ about sex can function, and

how it does function in our context with the BT. With this in mind, to highlight

by comparison some of the problems associated with talking about sex in

Tantra, we may briefly address an example taken from talk about sex in the

West.

In a discussion on how pornographic language operates, Rae Langton

suggests that trying to talk about sex disinterestedly does not work, even when

that talk is explicitly designed to expose and condemn the element of titillation

in such talk.53 What happens instead, for Langton, is that the woman as object

of sexual titillation is silenced in the process. Her talk cannot be heard. That is,

it is difficult to ‘‘talk’’ about sex without simultaneously enacting a sexualiza-

tion of the woman in the process of talking. Judith Butler extends Langton’s

philosophical arguments to examine the case of Anita Hill’s sexualization in

the Thomas hearings. In the case of Hill, her speech, her testimony against
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Thomas does not function properly as testimony, but rather her speech as a

woman is sexualized; it is read pornographically, where every ‘‘no’’ she gives is

read as a ‘‘yes.’’54 In this case, when Hill tried to speak to document, to ‘‘tell’’

what happened, her speech in effect was silenced, read as performative, as

reenacting a sexualization of her as woman.

Langton offers also a more striking example in the case of the autobiog-

raphy of Linda Lovelace, whose real name was Linda Marchiano. Marchiano

presented evidence for court describing her abuse in the making of the por-

nographic film Deep Throat, detailing and protesting this abuse in her auto-

biography. While her words were intended to document what happened,

Langton notes the painful irony implicated in this book’s sale within a mail-

order catalog for ‘‘adult only’’ pornography.55 This use for Langton illustrates

how when it comes to sex, there is no way for women to speak or be heard

without their words being read as a performative speech enacting the sexuality

they speak of, no matter what their intention is in speaking of it.

I should make it clear here that while I appreciate the points that Langton

makes, I do not entirely agree that the conclusion we should take away from

these two examples is that speaking of sex necessarily silences women. Fol-

lowing Judith Butler’s assessment of the Hill case, I see talk about sex as more

polyvalent, as capable of constructing identity in a variety of ways.56 In other

words I do not mean to suggest that talk about sex is bad, or good, rather I want

to point out how a particular use of speech affords the construction of identities

(in ways that can be both positive and/or negative for those affected).

In any case, in terms of reception, Langton’s example demonstrates how

speech about sex intended to merely document it becomes itself viewed as

enacting, ‘‘performing’’ through the titillation what it only seeks to describe.

The apparently simple documentation inadvertently repeats a feeling of abuse

attached to the idea of the sexual as pornographic and recirculates it. And,

while I do not think this necessarily must be so, viewing the idea of talk about

sex in Langton’s terms may help us to understand aggrieved Indian immigrant

responses to the documentation of a historic association of Tantra with sexu-

ality. Here this community sees a documentation of a sexualized history of

Tantra as a sexualization of its own identity. Even when White forcefully and

eloquently argues against contemporary popular representations of ‘‘Tantric

sex’’ as an abusive commercial packaging of what were originally complex

practices involving a system for understanding the relation between the body,

especially its fluids, and the powers entailed in enlightenment,57 the misheard

effect of ‘‘talk’’ of sex is lost in the din by both supporters and detractors of the

‘‘New Age’’ commercial appropriation of ‘‘Tantric sex.’’ In other words, if we

76 renowned goddess of desire



think of the pornographic as ‘‘talk’’ of sex designed with the fundamental goal

of titillation, then it would be very hard to read White’s work as moving in this

direction. Rather, he suggests that sex acquires a different function: a techni-

cal means for acquiring supernatural powers. While the texts I deal with here

suggest a different use of sex than White’s sources, in both cases the empha-

sis is away from sex merely functioning as titillation. And in this context, the

work of scholars like Jeffrey Kripal also comes to mind.58

With this in mind, even if Linda Marchiano’s story told to expose the evils

of the porn industry is then nevertheless itself sold as pornography, it does

not seem appropriate to respond to this violence of perversion and appropri-

ation of her words by either a silencing of her words, since they may be appro-

priated, or by the apparently impossible legislation against reading her words

as pornography. As Toni Morrison suggests in her 1993 Nobel Prize–winning

speech, we cannot control into what hands our writing will fall or how it will

be read and used. Perhaps at best we can try to ‘‘talk’’ conscientiously about

difficult subjects.

And just as the silence of the goddess Tara to Vasiqtha is also, in one sense,

her attempt to avoid his violent appropriation of her words, at a certain point

she also refrains from a mere silence. She speaks to indict his motive, and to

offer him a way out of his inability to ‘‘read’’ her correctly.

The Powers of Speech to Enact Identity—The Text

With this discussion of the ways speech operates, I hope to locate the painful

effects of a contemporary politicized academic difficulty, where one minority

community sees a documentation of a sexualized history of Tantra as a sex-

ualization of its own identity. Given that I too here talk about the rite of sexual

union, I wish as loudly as possible to frame this speech precisely so that it does

not reinforce amisconstrued ‘‘licentiousness,’’ to cite Monier-William’s phrase,

or a ‘‘repulsive’’ image of Tantra.

Now, a question arises; how does the BT itself represent and document

the Tantric rite of sexual union? I want to point out here that the texts that

document and prescribe the rite of sexual union may also themselves be un-

derstood in terms of their representational force. After all, what we find here in

the description of the rite of sexual union in the BT, or the CT, is not sex, not

even a depiction of sex, but a representation of how a particular imagined de-

piction of sex should occur. Here this representation refers to a distanced deed,

which, as deed, expressly incorporates language in a way that describes and
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prescribes what should be done. As descriptions of how a rite should be per-

formed the text’s speech offers itself as performative, and blurs the boundaries

between the deed, the language recording it, and the identity it formulates vis á

vis a formal gestural incorporation of the body and its postures.

As I suggest below, the use of the body and speech ritually acts to rescript

identity, but a rescripting of identity also occurs through the ways the text

‘‘records’’ or documents the rite within a history of gods and their deeds. It

would be a mistake to suppose these writers of Tantric texts did not have their

own strategies for reenacting new identities, even as they, as writers, purport

merely to record the already true and existing state of things. Like our own

academic speech that aims to document, the speech of these texts purports to

simply document the history of who practiced the rite, even, however, as these

late medieval authors at times clearly evince an awareness of how their speech

reverses normative understanding. In the process these medieval authors re-

construct new identities and new norms. That is, just like us, these authors

write about sex in ways that appear to attempt to avoid prurience and, like us,

they use a variety of strategies to represent what they have to say in ways that

work to shift preconceived notions about their topic.

So, for example, in the BT we find a story similar to the story of Vasiqtha’s
encounter with the Buddha. In the BT, right after verses that prescribe the rite

of sexual union, in an apparent bid to justify this seemingly antinomian be-

havior, the author narrates a story that the god Siva relates to the goddess

Parvatı̄:

Now o Goddess, listen to this highest secret. A long time ago in the

lovely Daru forest, [a group of ] intoxicated [sages] were deluded by

attachment and desires. They were fooling around with other men’s

wives and constantly sipping liquor. Viqpu came upon them there

and having seen their innappropriate actions, Viqpu said [to the God

Siva], ‘‘o God of Gods, Great God, God of all, who is a treasure house

of compassion, o God, those sages in the Daru forest are afflic-

ted with sins, constantly enjoying liquor. They are fooling around

with other men’s wives and are deluded with attachment and desires.

They are naked and these fools are truly exerting themselves. What

kind of a path is this?’’ Having listened to his words, I, however,

said to him, ‘‘the great feminine mantra that is the Goddess Kalika,
who is none other than the Unstoppable Goddess of Speech is said

to be the queen of feminine mantras. These [sages] are practic-

ing thatmantra. And by reciting her Gayatrı̄ formula they will become
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completely liberated. By her influence all the Gods have become

liberated. Even Parasurama was liberated from [the sin] of killing his

own mother. Dattatreya, the son of Atri was liberated from [the

sin] of drinking wine. The God Indra was liberated from [the sin] of

an affair with the sage Gotama’s wife. And Vasiqtha was earlier lib-

erated from [the sin of ] having relations with an outcaste woman.

The moon was liberated from [the sin of ] an affair with the wife of

the planet Jupiter. I, myself, Siva, was liberated from the sin of

chopping off the head of Brahma. Even Ramacandra was liber-

ated from [the sin of ] killing Ravapa. I will tell you a secret. The

wise, having heard this, always keep it secret.59

The secret he goes on to tell Viqpu is the Gayatrı̄ mantra for the goddess

Kalı̄. In this passage in the BT, which functions as a rationalization for the rite

of sexual union by offering mythic precedents of transgression, the god Siva
tells Viqpu that behind this transgressive practice is the recitation of the

feminine mantra (vidya) of the Unstoppable Goddess of Speech, who is here

also Kalı̄. The mantra has the power to liberate one from any kind of heinous

sin, though one implication is also that a part of the practice involves just these

transgressive behaviors.60 The Moon sleeping with the wife of the planet Ju-

piter, the sage Parasurama killing his own mother, the king, Rama, killing the

demon, Ravapa, along with others; all these are rescripted as elements of an

otherwise secret and efficacious practice for attaining enlightenment, or that,

in any case, this practice of the mantra makes it so that none of one’s sins

stick. Now, it’s fair to say that normatively, probably few of the examples cited

are elsewhere understood in the terms that this writer portrays them, as under-

written by the recitation of the vidya, femininemantra of the Unstoppable God-

dess of Speech, who is Kalı̄.
Rather, the author(s) enacts new identities for these gods and their deeds,

even as they frame this speech as merely a reiteration of ‘‘what happened.’’ A

different but structurally similar example of revisioning the gods and their

deeds occurs also in the YT, which claims that various gods, including Siva and
Krqpa, attained their powers through the practice of the rite of sexual union.61

Apart from this, that certain elements do not seem to fit—that is, Rama’s slay-

ing of the demon Ravapa in battle is really nowhere considered a transgressive

act—also clues us in to a precise self-awareness of an author who consciously

rescripts ‘‘histories’’ of the gods to lend authority to the practice he advocates.

This example illustrates medieval reappropriations through ‘‘talk’’ about sex

to shift perceptions about the rite of sexual union.
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How Does the Rite Work?

Apart from the revisioning embedded in the discursive recording of the ‘‘his-

tory’’ of the rite that the text offers, the gestural codes of the rite itself also serve

to reappropriate the rite to enact new identity. Specifically we examine how the

elements of the rite serve precisely to shift away from conventional attitudes

toward women that make them into objects.

How does the rite work? To begin with, it’s a ritual performance of sex—a

scripted performance of that which in the West we mostly think should be

spontaneous. Further, this scripted performance takes a few dramatic left

turns in comparison with its more usual ‘‘spontaneous’’ performances, spe-

cifically in employing this preconceived scripting to recode the relations of

hierarchy between the genders.

We should also keep in mind here that as ritual performance, the recoding

it enacts takes place on the level of the body. As Elaine Scarry62 points out, the

use of the body is especially effective in making and unmaking identities, even

as she dwells on a decidedly negative employment of this power, through the

damage inflicted upon bodies as a means for unmaking the self-identities of

those tortured. Scarry argues for the centrality of the body in the making and

unmaking of identity. I suggest that the process of the Tantric rites implicitly

operates with this insight in mind, using it to remake identity through the

manipulation of bodies in a ritual context. This aspect of Tantric ritual is not

only found in the texts I examine here, it appears more generally, for instance

in the common practice found across Tantric traditions called the ‘‘purification

of the elements’’ (bhuta suddhi). In this widespread practice the practitioner

imagines the body being dried up, burned, and washed, and then replaced with

a new, divine body made of the syllables of sacred mantras. The body is in this

sense reconstructed through the use of Tantric ritual.

This, of course, also suggests the implicit assumption by practicing Tan-

trics that the body itself influences the identity of the ‘‘person’’ and that the

body is not already given. It can be remade ritually, through habitual ritual

practice. Here, the very practice of Tantric rites, the ‘‘ritual purification of the

five elements,’’ earth, water, and so on, known as ‘‘bhuta suddhi,’’ for instance,
works against a notion of Tantra as aiming toward a transcendence of the body.

Now, if we understand, as Scarry suggests, that the shifts in identity that occur

through the body have an especially indelible effect on identity, then

the Buddha’s response to Vasiqtha’s question is one that takes into account a

need to include the body in any project of enlightenment—both in that the

body itself takes on importance as the representative of materiality (and by
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extension, women) and in that the effects imprinted on the body have a pe-

culiar staying power.

In another way also, the body as the medium of a powerful emotionally

cathecting experience through sex also plays a role in the rescripting of iden-

tity. Sex is key because it emphasizes the contingency that is the body, and at

the same time affords a space where the solipsistic subject loses itself, even

becoming the object of another’s pleasure, or situated outside the subjective

experience of pleasure that one sees the other experiencing. In this sense, as

Joan Copjec notes, the act of sex functions to ‘‘shatter the ego’s boundaries,’’63

opening a space for a new construction of identity.

While sexuality may function to enact a variety of identities, for instance,

in torture, in the degradation of identity enacted with rape, in the titillation that

accompanies making women into objects in pornography,64 I suggest that the

particular formulation of bodies in the grammar of this rite deliberately works

to a different end. Functioning obliquely, most palpably outside the medium

of words, these texts suggest that the rules of hierarchy encoded in the syntax

of bodies might possibly be rewritten. Through a rescripting of the body’s

gestures—especially as these gestures unfold in an act as self-shattering and

volatile as sex—the script is purposely altered away from the ordinary habitual

gestural patterns that perform a social hierarchy of gender.65 Instead these

rescripted gestures work to enact a recognition of the subjectivity of women.

(And just the possibility of this uncommon use of sexuality I hope may help us

in the West to rethink the ways that we presume sex functions, especially to

rethink an unreflective assumption of sex as invariably merely titillating.)66

The Rite of Sexual Union

What exactly is the rite of sexual union? The rite of sexual union is a ritual

mostly lacking in Western religious contexts. It involves a ritual performance

of sexual union incorporated within a series of ritual actions focused on wor-

shiping women. Considering differences we find in different texts’ presenta-

tions of the rite—for instance, differences between the BT, on the one hand,

and the KuT and the KCT, on the other—I suggest that we ought to recognize

that the rite itself was variously enacted and with a variety of agendas.

The rite depicted in the KuT, for instance, is the notorious cakra puja.
The cakra puja rite involves not just two people, but a group of men and

women. In this carnivalesque rite, ‘‘having filled the mouth with wine, the be-

loved women are made to drink,’’67 as the men pour liquor into their mouths.

General drunkenness ensues. Then the ‘‘yogı̄s dance, carrying pots of liquor on
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their heads.’’68 Following this, ‘‘the yogı̄s, drunk with wine fall down intox-

icated on their chests; and the yoginı̄s of the group, intoxicated, fall on top of

the men. They mutually engage in the happy fulfilment of pleasure.’’69

After this rite is concluded, however, the participants go their own ways

and the usual hierarchies resume.

The BT, on the other hand, describes the rite as involving two people, not a

group. Also, as we saw earlier in chapter 1, the BT prescribes reverence toward

women outside the context of the rite. Again, what I think is key in the BT,

what prevents this gesture from slipping back into a simple temporary reversal

such as we find in other examples of liminal rites, the carnival, for instance—

and in earlier Tantric texts—is that the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ advocates a shift in

attitudes toward women on a constant, permanent basis.

The basic outlines of the ritual involve (1) seeking out the woman, (2)

worshiping her as one would worship a deity, (3) the performance of the sexual

act, (4) discussion of the attainments acquired via the worship of the woman,

as well as usually (5) a panegyric of women. We may also profitably compare

the KCT’s depiction of the rite with the BT, especially since the KCT as a text

also focuses on the rite of sexual union, also upon the site of Kamakhya, and
also since the BT borrows from it at a number of places. The circa tenth-

century KCT is, however, much earlier than the BT, which likely dates to the

seventeenth–eighteenth centuries.

For the KCT, the first step outlined above is intricately more elaborate than

the BT’s version, in ways that might be characterized as being akin to a James

Bond syndrome. So, in this tenth-century text, in seeking out the woman, the

male practitioner employs a variety of state-of-the-art gadgets, yantras, copper

or hand-drawn plates that the seeker uses magically to effect events in the

world and to control persons. Of course, the yantra, which elsewhere in San-

skrit has the connotations of a mechanical device, is a gadget only in the sense

that it is designed for mechanically manipulable effects on the invisible spir-

itual plane. Yet, in an important, functional, way it is analogous to James

Bond’s use of gadgets. Like James Bond, the practitioner employs a technology

here, albeit a magical rather than physical technology, but one that neverthe-

less operates mechanically on the persons it targets. Further, like Bond, the

practitioner is irresistible to women. Not only does the woman he wants come

from miles away desiring him as we saw earlier, we also find, ‘‘looking and

gazing at him with a sideways glance, the composure of her mind is broken

with longing . . . as carnivorous beasts and thirsty men feel at the sight of meat

and water . . . so she is shaken. Her mind is troubled, and raising her shoulder,

her garment falls down . . . she goes far and then stands near, with her heart

unable to bear the sexual desire.’’70
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The irresistible attraction women feel for the practitioner also faithfully

parallels the operational male fantasy in a James Bond film, especially with the

images of her ‘‘rolling eyes’’ and ‘‘waist trembling from the weight of her

breasts’’ (KCT 3.7), after which the male practitioner, like Bond, subdues her

with his attractive virility (KCT 3.10).

On the other hand, this sort of depiction does not occur anywhere in the

2,804 verses and 24 chapters of the much later BT, even though the BT

borrows at numerous places from the KCT. Instead, the BT assumes that

attracting women will not be a problem and begins with and focuses exten-

sively upon the second step, how one goes about worshiping the woman, a step

comparatively neglected by the KCT. So we see the rite depicted in the BT:

Having led her near at the beginning [of the rite], whether his own

wife or the wife of another, and first having offered her a seat, fol-

lowing that he gives water for her feet. He should give her the water

offering as enjoined in the prescribed rules. And with a good mental

disposition he should also give water for sipping. He should have

[water] given to her for her to take a bath saying ‘‘vauqat’’71 at the
end [when he hands her the water]. He should give fragrant scents,

and also the eight types of scents. He should give delightful flow-

ers with scent, frankincense incense, a light made with ghee, in a

copper dish beautifully decorated. He should give [her] a supreme

feast, tasty and pleasing to the mind. Together with several different

items, he should give a coconut. He should give banana, srı̄phala
fruit, a lotus flower. He should give honey, O Goddess, measured

with two straws.72 He should give freshly clarified butter and meat for

honor’s sake. Together with a variety of substances he should give

yogurt mixed with milk and the best betel nut which is very tasty and

well-dressed. He should give camphor and so on, arranged with betel

nut. He should give that which can be chewed, sucked, licked and

drunk, o Goddess. He should give water well-dressed with camphor.

Indeed whatever she desires, he should give her that, by which the

beautiful woman will become especially pleased.73

The rite here details quite a lot of things; the woman gets the royal, or, in

this case, divine treatment. That the text goes out of its way to list so much de-

tail, something we do not find in earlier depictions of the rite, suggests that the

author wants the reader to take this part of the rite seriously. The focus on

the woman in front of him and giving her things that she will appreciate shifts

the relationship the practitioner has with the living woman before him. The

ritual effort entailed here encodes an attitude of attention to the woman, who is
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here, not an abstract goddess, but a living woman. He seeks to please her by

offering her the ritual implements offered to gods, offerings of a seat, water for

washing her feet, water offering, water for sipping, offerings of flowers and

scents, a light, different fruits, and so on. We should also keep in mind that the

attitude of respect is also enjoined outside of the performance of the rite.

Further, we do not see in earlier texts like the KuT or the KCT this elaborate

attention to giving things and honoring the woman in the rite.

Beyond this the text prescribes also a personal attention to the physical

body of the woman: for instance ‘‘arranging her hair with a variety of pleas-

ing objects.’’74 The aesthetic impulse here perhaps plays upon stereotypes of

women as bodily/appearance oriented, and at the same time privileges rather

than denigrates the representation of woman as physical presence, concerned

with the body. This gesture may be read as reinforcing that the body should be

his concern as well. Even throughout, many of the items he gives her operate to

create bodily pleasure, such as the tasty meal and the water for her bath. Indeed

a key element of this discourse is the attention it gives to the body.

Following this the practitioner writes potent magical syllables on the dif-

ferent parts of the woman’s body. ‘‘On the two breasts he [writes] the syllable

‘ram,’ on each side of her jaw [he writes] the syllable for good fortune, below the

armpits he should write the two syllables of the one who carries the Ganges

river, o Goddess.’’75 The writing on her body functions as a type of nyasa, a
pervasive element in Tantric practice whereby magical syllables, which are

deities, are magically inserted and enlivened in the physical body.76 He con-

tinues with this and then in the ceremony he bows to her. After this the rite

concludes with procedures leading up to union.

The details of the worship of the woman, even the final portions where

union occurs, center on seeing her as a subject with her own desires. The

verses describing this suggest attention to the woman’s experience in the act

of union.77 I suspect that a calculated effect of worshiping the live woman

before him as goddess is that it becomes more difficult for the male practi-

tioner to construct woman as a distant idealized abstraction, more difficult to

bifurcate woman into two categories, the denigrated woman he lives with

and the distant idealized goddess on a pedestal. (And, this effect would also no

doubt be heightened if the woman worshiped was the practitioner’s wife.)

We should pay attention here to the construction of subjectivity through

the idea of desire. Foucault articulated a notion of subjectivity constructed in

terms of desire, no doubt taking his cue from Freud’s formulation of the id.78

For our purposes, we see that the rite here offers her the space to articulate her

own desires. ‘‘Whatever she desires, he should give her that, by which she will

become especially pleased.’’79 This seemingly innocent textual prescription
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contains the seeds of resistance to the frequent suggestion that female desires

should be channeled into fulfilling male ends. That is, her desire here is not

predefined by his needs, but left open to her articulation. In effect, she partakes

of that pervasive signifier of subjectivity, her own capacity for desire and plea-

sure. Prioritizing her desires effects a shift in the relations between the sexes. It

overthrows that order so visibly exemplified in the ubiquitous rule that the wife

should treat her husband as a god (devavat) (Manu Smrti 5.154). Visibly, liter-
ally, the rite reverses this dictum. Here the woman becomes the god, offered

flowers and incense, and fed.

For the Lawgiver Manu, of course, a reciprocity in the relations between

men and women like this was never intended. The male as the ‘‘god on earth’’

(bhudeva) expected and was accorded absolute veneration. Even on such a basic

level as food—typically in this culture males have the first right to food and

whatever is left over is what women get. Food is a basic support for the body and

self, and rescripting this priority of who eats first recognizes an existential right,

and consequent subjectivity in the woman. The rite in the BT ritually scripts this

reversal, so that the woman has the first right to food. In this context we should

also remember that the BT emphasizes practicing this attitude toward women

all the time, 24/7, and not just as a temporary reversal of status, though in a text

like the KCT, the elements of the rite do function as a temporary reversal.

Again, we have to keep in mind that the shifts here exist on the level of

textual discourse; I do not make claims regarding a historical recognition of

women’s subjectivity through this rite, but rather that this text articulates a

challenge through language to normative constructions of women’s identities.

The rite, then, purports to reconstruct both male and female identity, and

their relations to each other. This man performing the worship of the living

woman seated before him engages in a rearticulation of his normative un-

derstanding of the relations of the genders. The fact that the woman in front of

him is a living woman is important, since it prevents him from constructing

female divinity as an abstract form.

Further, in another register, this text affords agency to the woman by giv-

ing her a say, a choice in her participation. The text urges against overpowering

her, even against emotional abuse, and techniques for emotional or mental

control. She may be invited but not ever coerced into the ritual. The BT’s au-

thor(s) tells us: ‘‘Blaming, censuring a woman, humiliating, injuring her and

attracting her by force [to the ritual] should not be done, not evenmentally’’ (BT

6.343b).80

The KCT, on the other hand, presents a different view. Women are, there,

objects to be gotten, by whatever means, and mantras and yantras happen to be

the most effective. What does it mean, in contrast, for the BT to articulate this

sex talk and gender rites 85



different view? On the one hand, even to recognize that the woman might have

a preference in whether or not to participate has already granted her a modi-

cum of subjectivity. But further than this, stipulating this attention to the

means of bringing her to the rite suggests a discursive attempt to shift the

status of women, particularly since this includes ‘‘fuzzy’’ forms of manipula-

tion, such as blaming or criticizing her.

‘‘Flat on the Ground Like a Stick’’

So far we see he worships her, feeds her, pleases her. In culmination the text

prescribes that he should commit a profound gesture of reverence. The male

practitioner should bow to the woman in front of him in the most obsequious

manner: ‘‘he should bow to her, flat on the ground like a stick.’’81 With this

explicit physical gesture, he does something a male in this medieval Hindu

society typically never does, bowing down to a woman with whom he has

sexual relations. Particularly, this full prostration is reserved for the guru, or

perhaps a powerful temple deity, not usually a woman. Rather, typically the

woman bows to the male, and universally the wife bows to the husband. When

the reversal occurs, where he bows to the woman, the consequence is a re-

structuring of the order of things. The BT allows both for bowing to one’s own

wife as well as women of other castes, both higher and lower who are not his

wife (BT 6.21) and also outside the context of the rite.82 When the Tantrika

bows, he accomplishes what Collins sees as the male allowing himself to be a

‘‘supportive self-object,’’ that is, to subordinate his own sense of self to her, a

feat that Collins does not see happening in Samkhya.83

Of course, different versions of the rite vary on this point. The male

practitioner bowing to a woman in the course of the rite of sexual union does

not occur in the much earlier KuT or the KCT. In the KCT, during the rite of

sexual union the male practitioner bows to the guru (here a full prostration—

dapdavadbhuvi), but not at all to the woman he has sex with (KCT 2.37ff.).

Further, unlike the Kalı̄ Practice, which, as we noted earlier, does not invoke

the goddess into the woman or women to be worshiped, the KCT explicitly re-

quires that the goddess be invoked (KCT 3.32), that is, to ‘‘possess’’ the woman,

this in a different context than the rite of sexual union, and only in this ‘‘pos-

sessed’’ state does the practitioner bow to her. Immediately after this, the god-

dess is ritually made to depart (KCT 3.48 namaskrtya visrjyaiva).84

Normally, the Brahmin male, who has the prerogative to function as the

guru, this ‘‘god walking on earth,’’—is bowed to and he is the subject experi-

encing the world.85 As we see in the KCT’s version, the practitioner subordi-
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nates himself to the guru and thus bows to the likely male, likely Brahmin

guru. In the context of the BT’s rite it is the woman’s desires that become the

focus of attention.

The Secret

What is secretly most seditious in this reversal is a heady philosophical shift:

desire transferred to the woman affords a subjectivity to that which is elsewhere

construed as object. This gets iterated elsewhere in the BT when the god Siva
says: ‘‘O Goddess I am the body (deha) and you are the conscious spirit within

the body (dehin)’’ (BT 7.86). That is, here the feminine principle, normally asso-

ciated with matter and body becomes the locus of consciousness—subjectivity,

while the male principle, usually associated with the conscious subject, here

becomes the object.

To flesh this out—the pervasive classical conception of cosmology for

medieval Hindu India encodes gender in an essentialist binary structure.86

The feminine is ‘‘nature,’’ Prakrti. In this world she is object, absolutely inert

dead matter. In contrast, the male is encoded as spirit, Puruqa, who is con-

sciousness, sentiency. This binary opposition is repeated in various permuta-

tions, as a mostly unquestioned structure. The male is therefore classically the

proper subject; the female ‘‘nature’’ is object, profoundly denigrated as that

which lacks real sentiency. To shift the subjectivity of these categories, against

the weight of Samkhya and nearly all of classical India—to make the feminine

the subject is to enact a rewriting of male and female identity. Now, it is pre-

cisely this secret knowledge of the essential subjectivity and consciousness of

the feminine that the god Siva reveals as the secret essence of the rite of sex-

ual union. ‘‘Now O Goddess, fix your mind, the ‘Kalı̄ Practice’87 O Goddess, is

about to be revealed: I am the body; o Goddess, you as the form of all, are the

conscious spirit within the body. Just as a fish is thrown in water, so in the

same way, you, o great Goddess, are the true Self. There is nothing that cannot

be told to you, o beautiful one.’’88

Apart from other functions of this secret, one element to consider is the

impetus for secrecy deriving from an imbedded social insubordination pres-

ent here, one that calls to mind Butler’s notion of recontextualizing labels as a

way of resisting hegemonic structures.89 We should keep in mind also that the

Sanskrit word spirit (dehin) affords a host of images—of an integral self, a soul,

an idea of the essence, which animates and affords the identity of self hood.

Further, this word (dehin) also suggests the concomitant presence of the in-

habited body (deha). Especially key here is the incorporation of the body—even
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as the typical relegation of women to body is deconstructed by this author’s re-

scripting of who is body and who is soul. While an image of women as mere

vessels precludes the possibility of agency on the part of women, this reversal

of creative agency acknowledges an inherent agency to women. Further, this

occurs explicitly within the context of recognizing that this female creative

power, the goddess, is everywhere present in the bodies of living, breathing,

instantiated females.90

Who’s on Top?

The rewriting of gender hierarchy is again repeated spatially in the ritual. The

BT announces the revelation of a highly potent ‘‘secret’’ (BT 6.76): the sex act

performed where the woman is on top of the man (viparı̄tarata), a specific

Tantric practice found also in earlier Tantras such as the KCT.91 The use of

the word viparı̄ta, ‘‘reverse,’’ is revealing. Monier–Williams’s Sanskrit dictio-

nary, in addition to defining it as ‘‘reverse’’ also glosses the word as ‘‘perverse,’’

‘‘wrong,’’ ‘‘inauspicious,’’ ‘‘contrary torule,’’ ‘‘false,’’ andso forth.Typically, it con-

notes a sense of transgression, that which opposes normative behavior and

hierarchies. The extra merit attached to the inversion of the sexual position in

this case probably does not correspond with some supposed increase in phys-

ical pleasure for the male practitioner, instead it represents graphically and

ritually, in the spaces and contortions of physical bodies, a recoding of hierar-

chies. Who’s ‘‘on top’’ reverberates through to encode the lessons of privilege

onto the body.92

To get a sense of the cultural significance of this, we should note that the

text of the Kama Sutra, which lists such an incredible profusion of postures

for making love, does not include this very simple position of ‘‘perverse love-

making’’ where the woman is on top and the male penetrates from below. For

the text of this infamous ars erotica, the only time that the woman is on ‘‘top’’ is

when she is no longer ‘‘woman.’’ If the woman is on top, acting out the ‘‘perverse

love-making’’ (viparı̄tarata), for theKama Sutra, she acts like aman (puruqayita),
and she takes some instrument, a rod (sahayya), which she then uses as a

phallus to penetrate her partner, who is thus designated as the female (Kama

Sutra 8.1). The woman on ‘‘top’’ in the Tantric rite, however, is still a woman, and

the male is just as male as he was before, only he penetrates from below.

What does it mean to place the woman (or man) ‘‘on top’’? Certainly this

‘‘perverse’’ form and the fact that it is encoded as ‘‘perverse’’ refers more to

orthodox discourse about the relations between the genders than it does to

what would probably be actual sexual practices. That is, we come back to the
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notion that this text constructs a discourse that it uses to shift or enact identity.

Could one read this ‘‘perverse’’ reversal as an abrogation of a male impetus to

dominate? A mute sign, it could, of course, be read in a variety of ways.93 Yet,

however one reads it, a certain political implication is unavoidable. Putting the

woman on top, according this normatively marginalized ‘‘other’’ the superior

place, suggests a rescripting of women’s role, a move away from a dominating

gestural posture toward them.

The inverted posture pervades through ‘‘left-handed’’ Tantra. One finds it

mentioned in a variety of Tantric texts, not just the texts used here. It is also

implicated in some iconography that places Kalı̄ above Siva. I suspect that in
earlier depictions it may have functioned as we saw above in the KuT as a tem-

porary reversal. We can recall here the rite as given in the KuT where the men

fall down drunk and the women fall on top of them. In this case the ensuing

union would also be of the inverted (viparı̄ta) type, though after the completion

of the rite the castes go their separate ways and the gendered hierarchy be-

tween men and women is reestablished. The BT’s injunction that the practi-

tioner should bow to women outside of the rite as well suggests it may have

functioned differently in this context.

The rite of sexual union in its representation in the BT uses the body to

suggest moving away from a model of male mastery over women and over the

body. It promises and presupposes a different kind of world; as we see shortly,

the revelation of the rite itself is framed in a vision of a world without domi-

nation and fighting. The structure of the rite also counters the notion of male

ascetic mastery and especially mastery over the body. This has broad impli-

cations because mastery of the body is mastery of women, and vice versa, since

women are traditionally, historically coded as ‘‘the body,’’94 so if one eschews

mastery over the body, this entails also a shift in attitudes toward women.

Especially in the bodily gestures it encodes, the BT’s rite proposes a shift in

attitudes toward women. Finally, even in the rewards it promises, it moves

away from ideas of mastery over nature. Throughout the BT, we keep coming

back to the reward the text promises for the rite, and rather than powers over

nature and the body—the power to fly, for instance—the text simply promises

eloquence, a facility with language.

The Rite of Sexual Union and an Ethic

against War and Fighting

In the seventh chapter of the BT, the goddess Parvatı̄ asks her husband Siva to
tell her about the practice for the rite of sexual union, ‘‘O God of Gods, o great
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God, you, who cause the world to be maintained and to dissolve, I have one

question here for you, o man of a good vow. Having left aside [our] dice games,

the [answer] should be revealed, o god who destroys the suffering of existence.

The great ‘Kalı̄ Practice’95 has not been revealed. If you love me, then tell me

about it right now.’’96

The god Siva declares that it is a secret and then agrees to tell her: ‘‘This is

not to be spoken of, in the three worlds. With a pure intention in the mind and

senses, O ruler of Gods (fem.), I will tell you. There is no one more loved by me

than you; who indeed other than you? Now O Goddess, fix your mind, the ‘Kalı̄
Practice,’ O Goddess, is about to be revealed: I am the body; o Goddess, you as

the form of all, are the conscious spirit within the body.’’97

He reveals to her that the secret teaching of the rite of sexual union is a

rescripting of feminine identity, one that rejects a denigration of the feminine

as unconscious inert matter. Rather, the secret that the rite of sexual union

teaches is an understanding of feminine identity as pure spirit, the principle

that animates all life (dehin, atman BT 7.86–87). Here this ‘‘talk’’ especially

recodes female identity to incorporate a notion of female subjectivity. Spirit,

the marker of self as subjectivity, is accorded to woman.

Right after this Siva appears to think better of his agreement to reveal

the details of the practice, since he would not only be revealing this to her but

also to the rest of creation. Presumably, she would pass this knowledge on to

humans as well as other beings, gods, demons, and the Indian equivalent of

fairies, among others. The god’s objection to the revelation of this powerful

truth is that most of the world’s inhabitants—whether human, divine, or semi-

divine, animal or demonic—are ‘‘engaged in bad deeds.’’ He says to his wife,

Parvatı̄,

You are the true self, O Goddess. There is nothing that cannot be told

to you. However, these [others,] some Gods and humans, some de-

mons, tree spirits, and malevolent spirits, those dwelling in the

nether worlds of snakes, and horse-men, and the hosts of celestial

musicians and river nymphs, whether domestic beasts or wild beasts,

birds, these which move on the earth—these are all very stupid.

The nature of all these is such that all are mutually fighting in bat-

tle. All are constantly doing bad deeds, eagerly subscribing to the

views of bad paths. None of these know the bliss of the wisdom of the

absolute, or the happiness of the absolute. O, Goddess, how can I

tell you that [secret rite]?98

Thus, human nature is such that ‘‘these are very stupid; the nature of all these

is such that all are mutually fighting in battle.’’ In a manner resembling the
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hagiographical Buddha’s initial hesitation at teaching the dharma to uncom-

prehending humans, it is the inadequacy of these stupidly competitive beings,

constantly fighting among themselves, that causes the god to hold his tongue.

The goddess then cajoles him with a hymn praising his compassion

(7.92ff.), that causes him to relent. This dramatic device serves to psycholog-

ically frame the author’s agenda—the textually necessary revelation of the

procedure for the rite. At the same time it insinuates both a cosmology—that

the goddess in essence occupies the place of the subject; she is pure con-

sciousness, spirit—and it also offers as well a psychological profile of the god-

dess, as a fount of compassion. In this sense the teaching of the rite of sexual

union is framed as both a reconfiguration of gender relations, and a shift to

a better kind of ethic, a move away from a senseless competitive ‘‘mutual fight-

ing.’’ At least in the mind of this author(s) from the fifteenth through eigh-

teenth centuries, the worship of the goddess, through the use of the rite of

sexual union, entails a vision of both a recognition of women’s subjectivity and

a vision of a better world, where warfare is not the norm. To come back to

Monier-Williams’s early Western representations of Tantra, the disjunction

between these two worlds’ understanding of women is profound. Monier-

Williams’s early twentieth-century assertion that any sort of worship that might

be connected with goddesses or the feminine could only inevitably result in the

worst of possible worlds, an inevitable ‘‘degenerate’’ ‘‘licentiousness,’’ stands in

poignant contrast to the suggestion made by the BT’s author(s) that this wor-

ship of the goddess as living woman offers hope as a radical ethical counter-

point to a world of senseless violence.
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3

The Other/Woman

The Role of Wives and Goddesses

in a Tantric Rite of Kamakhya

The forbidden ‘‘other’’ woman, exotic, outcaste, and dark skinned, is

the common image of the female partner for the Tantric rite of sexual

union, and one not unsupported by scholarship on Tantra.1 This so-

cially ‘‘other’’ woman belonging to another man (parakı̄ya) is imag-

ined especially as unfettered, unattainable, and exotic—everything the

male practitioner’s wife is not.

But what about wives?What role, if any, do they play in the Tantric

rite of sexual union? This chapter focuses on a neglected counter-

view within Tantric praxis: the participation of the wife as the male

practitioner’s partner in the Tantric rite.2 Given the constraints of a

serious Tantric praxis, this practice likely may have been not as un-

common as either Sanskrit textual sources or scholarship on Tantra

would lead us to believe, yet it has not been given much attention.3

Admittedly, the texts, which enjoin the wife as partner to the exclu-

sion of an outside woman, are a minority. Nevertheless, that it oc-

curs at all suggests we need to expand our images of Tantric practice.

The alternative it offers is also useful in making it apparent that

dominant representations did not exist uncontested.

For this chapter we draw from the ‘‘Celestial Musician Tantra’’

(Gandharva Tantra, GT) and the ‘‘Great Blue Tantra’’ (Brhannı̄la
Tantra, BT), which both offer passages proposing the wife as the pre-

ferred ritual partner for the Tantric rite of sexual union. Among the

group of eight texts used for this study, only these two offer a passage

suggesting that the ‘‘other’’ woman is not suitable, and that, rather, the



wife should be the partner for the rite of sexual union. Thus I am not suggest-

ing that this is a common representation. Elsewhere among this group of

texts (and even in these two texts) we most frequently find that either the wife

or an ‘‘other’’ woman is suitable for the rite.4

Why the lack of attention for the wife as partner? No doubt, the unexotic

wife as partner adds little to a notion of male machismo that we sometimes

find in Tantric texts. That is, embedded in the mythology of the male Tantric

hero is the image of an ultimate womanizer, who is virile and attractive to

women, and yet himself ‘‘cool,’’ unemotional; he just ‘‘uses’’ women, albeit for

their bodily fluids. Here, by way of example, we can note again the passage I

cited in chapter 2, on what we find in the much earlier (ca. tenth-century)

Kulacudamapi Tantra (KCT), ‘‘When he has finished repetition of the kulakula
mantra, instantly he attracts the woman whose name he has written in the

ritual diagram. Even if she is a hundred leagues away, on a mountain or in

the middle of a river, guarded with chains in the middle of a thousand is-

lands, her eyes rolling with desire, her waist trembling from the weight of her

breasts . . . she comes, her heart desiring the practitioner.’’5

This much earlier text written for the male practitioner may to our eyes

seem droll, perhaps a little like a Harlequin romance, with its images of the

woman uncontrollably attracted to the male practitioner, who, for his part,

takes the role of suave seducer. It is hard, in any case, to miss the exotic and

tantalizing impetus of this much earlier description and the male role as mag-

ical seducer of this woman from afar. We will look at one more passage from

the earlier KCT: ‘‘The Kula practioners however should make much effort to

ascertain the attitudes of household [residents]. Then by some or other stra-

tegem the female fluids are willingly [given]. Having taken it, he should put it

in the gold or copper vessel called the kula [vessel].’’6

Thus, we see in this much earlier tenth-century text why the practitioner

woos the woman—to obtain her bodily fluids, a point that David White has

also made elsewhere.7 The portrait we find of the rite for this earlier text leaves

little space for the domestic wife, and the KCT does not take the position we

find in the BT, that the wife should be the partner (even if we might imagine

that the wife’s bodily fluids would be more accessible). One cannot help sus-

pecting that the very lack of the wife’s exoticism makes her a not especially

interesting topic for discussion, apart from whatever experiences may or may

not have ensued in practice (the wife as partner is not ‘‘sexy’’—the word used by

one of my male colleagues—and clearly the machismo imputed to the Tantric

practitioner applies to the Western world as well).8

Nevertheless, the very fact that we find an instance that does prefer the wife

as the partner suggests we ought to expand our images of Tantric practice.
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While I am not suggesting that this is a common representation, I am sug-

gesting that even one occurrence of it merits attention. The wife as partner

tends to mitigate against the typical representation of women in Tantra and,

for this reason alone, ought to be explored.

This chapter addresses and attempts to understand the preference for the

wife as partner in the Tantric rite of sexual union that we find in these two

texts. This, at least textually, otherwise uncommon practice that advocates the

wife offers us one alternative view on what the Tantric rite of sexual union may

have meant in some cases for its practitioners. If we reflect upon the impli-

cations of this practice we find that the participation of the wife as the partner

offers a view that disrupts normative relations between the genders.

This disruption operates through recoding transgression in terms of gen-

der rather than in terms of the notion of sex as illicit act—especially since, after

all, there is nothing illicit about sex with one’s wife for the male practitioner. In

other words, the social transgression here derives from the sign of difference

that the woman (as a nonmale human)—presents, particularly when the fe-

male does not get assimilated into an object for the male. Related to this, and a

consequence of it, is that the advocacy of the wife as partner in the Tantric rite

of sexual union undoes the more typical coding of women as male property.

The Function(s) of Tantric Transgression

Reflecting on the presence and absence of wives in the Tantric context allows

us to see an otherwise obscured element of transgression as a religious phe-

nomenon: that it may here, in part, derive from the anxiety of difference that

woman presents. For Western scholarship so far, the presence of a religiously

sanctioned transgressive element in Tantra has presented a somewhat baffling

problem; the very variety of explanations put forth alone attests to a bewil-

derment that mostly still prevails (as I discuss in the notes).9

In this context I suggest that the notion of woman presents an inassimi-

lable difference. Typically the difference that woman presents is socially con-

tained through subsuming the identity of the woman into the male family. She

is exchanged between families and as wife is contained under the rubric of

male property. In this more normative context, the woman is politically dis-

enfranchised, without a public voice, and relegated to the dominion of the

husband and his family. On the other hand, the transgression coded in the rite

of sexual union that involves the wife as partner involves an underlying dis-

ruption of the coding of woman as property and, with this, an alternative res-

ponse to the anxiety that woman presents.
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I also suggest that part of the problem in understanding the transgressive

elements of Tantra is the assumption that the transgressive must function

monolithically across the wide range of Tantric texts and practices and tradi-

tions. I suggest that it is a fundamentally misguided appeal to an ahistorical

structuralism that assumes that it may be possible to think of Tantra in gen-

eral, or the transgressive element in Tantric ritual in particular, as a uniform

praxis or as having a uniform function. Accordingly, the presence of trans-

gressive practices must be explicated with respect to specific historical contexts,

with an eye to the possibility that Tantric writers in different times and regions

may appropriate notions of transgression for entirely different agendas.

Particularly here, if we reflect upon the context of Assam in the seven-

teenth through eighteenth centuries, we realize that the notion of transgres-

sion differs very much from what, for instance, Alexis Sanderson notes for the

ninth through twelfth centuries in Kashmir. For this period and place, San-

derson describes how Tantric transgressive praxis violated caste-defined rules

of purity, with a goal of upsetting caste identities.10 On the other hand, the

classical transgressions of Tantra, specifically, for instance, dietary transgres-

sions, as we will note below, held little force in Assam, leading us to suspect

that the transgression of the Tantric rite likely functioned in a very different

way in the Assam of the seventeenth century.

In what follows below we first address the notion of the transgressive in

Tantra. After this, we explore the idea of the wife in Tantra and of the wife

more generally. We then address the notion of woman as transgressive when

she presents an inassimilable difference, especially when her identity is not

subsumed under the rubric of male property. Finally, we address a curious

redefinition of the Tantric transgressive in the BT, which explicitly identifies

the woman, apart from sex—that is, the idea of woman—as one of the trans-

gressive elements of Tantric practice.

What Exactly Are the Five Ms and Why Are They a Problem?

What do we mean when we talk about the ‘‘transgressive’’ in Tantra? The idea

of the transgressive gets neatly encapsulated within the Tantric tradition in a

simple and pervasive list of words all beginning with the letter m.11 The ‘‘Five

Ms,’’ a list of five substances, including, for instance, liquor and sex, become

incorporated within ritual worship of the goddess. The five elements are meat

(mamsa), fish (matsya), alcohol (madya), parched grain (mudra), and illicit sex-

ual relations (maithunam).12 The transgressive ritual that incorporates these

substances is designated as ‘‘left-handed,’’ following a nomenclature also prev-
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alent in the West where the right hand is the auspicious and normatively

socially acceptable hand and the left represents that which must be repressed

and expelled.13

The ‘‘Five Ms’’ have elicited a concatenation of emotional Western and

Indian appraisals of Tantra ranging from a Victorian repulsion and embar-

rassed dismissal to ecstatic embrace by contemporary popular culture in the

West.14 Aside from the emotional charge and challenge a ritual incorporation

of sex presents, what do wemake of the antinomian elements, especially sex, in

Tantra? Western scholars are by no means in agreement over the function of

the transgressive elements of Tantra. Are its functions political? social? spir-

itual (if this word itself is not problematic)? Or does it function in a combi-

nation of ways?15

On the surface the ‘‘Five Ms’’ are all the things a good Brahmin should not

have. By the medieval period most Brahmins were theoretically supposed to be

vegetarian, so meat and fish fit easily in this list of the transgressive as sub-

stances one ought to shun. Similarly, drinking wine is prohibited for the upper

castes as one of the five great sins (mahapataka) one should avoid.

Now, we should note here that Tantra in Assam offers a different scenario

from this classical model. While Brahmins elsewhere were vegetarian, in As-

sam of the seventeenth through eighteenth centuries, they were not at all

vegetarian and neither was anyone else, for the most part.16 This should begin

to lead us to suspect that the idea of the Five Ms for Assam may have had a

different import than it had in other regions of India.

Mudra is more puzzling. Usually translated as ‘‘parched grain,’’ it is dif-

ficult to see how something similar to Rice Krispies could be considered so

transgressive as to merit a veil of secrecy. Mudra may refer to a form of med-

itative trance or possession state as Sanderson notes or the woman as producer

of menstrual and sexual fluids as White reads it.17 Either of these could be

construed as socially transgressive for different reasons—trance or possession

as a state that disrupts normative behavior and menstrual blood as a substance

fraught with the danger of impurity in a normative Hindu view.

Again, if we understand mudra as a state of trance or possession, the

transgressive element may not have had the same social force for an Assam-

ese context in the seventeenth through eighteenth centuries, particularly when

we keep in mind that the Ahom rulers patronized a state cult of possession

with the deodhai/deodhanis, persons who would get possessed and then act as

oracles.18 With official state sanction, the illicit element of this ‘‘M’’ tends to be

mitigated.19 One sees this also, for example, in the Tibetan Buddhist context

where the ‘‘M’’ signifying mudra is kept in the list of transgressions, but where

it does not signify a state of possession in a society which regularly patronizes
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state-controlled possessions and other forms as well. In this case, the word

mudra is defined differently to mean the partner.

Maithuna, illicit sexual relations, is also more problematic than it appears

on the surface, and its varied depictions also indicate that despite an apparent

conceptual unity implied by the single term maithuna, the antinomian use of

ritualized sex may have fulfilled widely diverging purposes in different Tantric

rites and for different Tantric practitioners. In the context of eleventh-century

Kashmir, when Abhinavagupta enjoins ritualized sex with one’s mother, the

rite functions to shatter a sense of social identity based upon purity20 and per-

haps also to address a deeply rooted psychological dynamic. However, else-

where the ideal partner is an attractive young dark-skinned woman, as we see

in the Kularpava Tantra: ‘‘He should worship a dark-skinned young girl, who is

enchanting to the mind, wearing black, thin and in her youth, mentally per-

ceiving her as the deity.’’21 This is not a choice likely to shatter a sense of

normative social identity for the male Tantric practitioner who chooses this.

Elsewhere in another text, however, the practitioner should not even look at a

young girl: ‘‘The sex organ of a young girl, animals playing, and the breasts of

a naked woman . . .he should not in any way look at these.’’22 Instead what’s

key for this text is that the woman should belong to someone else: ‘‘They con-

stantly engage in caressing the wife of someone else (parastrı̄) and in drinking

wine; by the grace of the Goddess these [practitioners] attain liberation.’’23 And

in another context still, what’s crucial in themaithuna, the rite of sexual union,

is that it affords the potent female sexual fluids one offers to Devı̄, the goddess

(Kamakhya Tantra 2.45).24

Now it is easy to see how ritualized sex enacted with one’s mother could

function to break through socially constructed and confining images of self-

identity. But it’s not so clear that the pervasive trope of sex with someone else’s

wife (parakı̄ya, parastr ı̄) would have the same effect. Rather, the thrill of se-

duction, the fear of getting caught—one can imagine all sorts of psychologi-

cally different effects arising from this different use of ritualized sex, even if

some of the emotional and psychological effects might overlap.

In contrast, we find at places in the BT and the GT the suggestion that the

male practitioner should not engage in relations with the ‘‘other’’ woman

(parastrı̄). I should make it clear that these texts are not entirely consistent. So

we do find in the BT also the suggestion that both the wife and the ‘‘other’’

woman, the wife of someone else, may participate as the partner: ‘‘Beginning

[the rite], O Goddess, his own wife or the wife of someone else should be led

there, and first having given a seat he should then give her water to wash her

feet.’’25 In this instance both categories of women are possible partners. Else-

where, the BT, however, condemns practicing the rite of sexual union with the
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wife of another. The context here is that Parvatı̄ asks the god Siva to explain

the proper conduct regarding the wives of other men, since she has heard that

the practitioner can acquire magical perfection of the mantra if done in the

context of relations with the ‘‘other’’ woman. Siva responds by rejecting the

practice of going to the wife of another man. ‘‘O Goddess who lifts one out of

adversity, listen; out of love for you, that which should not be revealed [I] will

reveal. The Vedas condemn the practice of going to the wife of another. O Great

Goddess, by consorting with those [women who belong to another] he [the

practitioner] becomes engulfed in the hell of murky darkness. Having ascer-

tained the meaning of the Veda, how could the practitioner do this? He should

not at all go to the wives of other men.’’26

Thus, while elsewhere in this text we find both categories of women, one’s

own wife (svastrı̄, svakanta, svakı̄ya) and the ‘‘other’’ woman (parastr ı̄, parakı̄ya),
here the latter category is rejected. The GT also offers a passage that prefers the

wife. ‘‘When one’s own wife who travels the path with one is a practitioner

(sadhvı̄) and a good wife, then why go to other women? Just so am I [Siva], only
with you, [Parvatı̄].’’27 The text continues to praise the wife for several stanzas,

making the comparison with the gods, who each have a single wife, and finally

concluding with, ‘‘O Goddess, the one who goes to the wife of another, that is

the lowest path.’’28

Frederique Apfel-Marglin hints at a similar situation with the Kaula cakra

puja, a group event involving ritualized sex in Orissa, where the wife is the cho-

sen partner.29 One can see how, practically speaking, practicing the sexual rite

with one’s spouse might be far easier in terms of sustaining an ongoing praxis

and maintaining a relatively calm family life to support the time and resources

needed for the elaborate ritual preparations the sexual rite requires. 30

In any case, this clearly doesn’t sound like the same sort of Tantric ex-

perience we hear about elsewhere, where the male Tantric seeks out the low-

caste washerwoman or barber’s daughter, or the wild wandering female Tan-

tric ascetic (Bhairavı̄).31 What I’m suggesting here is that, in fact, they aren’t

the same experience and that there was more than one Tantric use of ritual-

ized sex.

To return to the issue of the partner, what’s at stake in the choice of

one’s own wife or the ‘‘other’’ woman? If a man’s ritual partner is the ‘‘other’’

woman, then one can imagine a particular type of social transgression that

occurs with an extramarital sexual relationship, with all its concomitant ex-

citement. As Dimock notes, it’s hard to take the elusive ‘‘other’’ woman for

granted.32

On the other hand, if the preferred partner is one’s spouse, then it is likely

not the idea of sex per se that is transgresssive. After all, most men and women

the other/woman 99



have sex with their spouses and there’s nothing at all societally transgressive in

this. In an oblique way Vasiqtha raises just this issue in his dialogue with the

Buddha when he’s learning the secret kula practice involving the Tantric rite of

sexual union from him: ‘‘If having intercourse with women could give en-

lightenment, then all the creatures in the world ought to be enlightened’’ (CT

4.23).33 What then would it mean for the rite to have the wife as the partner?34

We should note also that we find a curious listing of the Five Ms in the BT, one

that includes both the rite of sexual union (maithuna) and woman (mahila),
suggesting that this author conceived of these two as separate elements in this

secret rite. While we will explore this in greater detail below, it may be useful to

suggest here that perhaps the woman in the rite, in her own right, apart from

the practice of ritual sexual union, also presents a transgression, a social trans-

gression, that tends to destabilize normative hierarchical relations between the

genders, particularly one that works against the notion of the wife as male

property. At this point we will explore the idea of the wife.

A Good Wife

What is a good wife? A woman who supports her husband and feels her first

loyalty to him, over her own familial relatives? A woman who treats her hus-

band as a god? If we follow Manu’s prescription (Manu Smrti 5.154), it is es-
pecially this—a good wife understands her husband as her god.35 This equa-

tion enacts itself in an ultimate display of devotion with a final sacrifice of self

for this god. In the death of the husband the good wife abandons her own life,

by herself entering the flames that consume his corpse, dying on top of his

burning corpse. Complete self-sacrifice of a nonreciprocal sort is one public

articulation of her ultimate fidelity and chastity for a ‘‘good’’ Hindu wife.

The role model for this wifely fidelity derives from the myth of that first

and best of faithful wives, Satı̄, the wife of the god Siva, who sacrificed herself

at her father’s sacrificial fire in order to protest the insult her husband received

at his hands. Following this illo tempore establishment of good wifely behavior,

human women who make the ultimate sacrifice for their husbands, following

them to the grave, are said to commit satı̄, after the name of this first female

sacrifice, the goddess Satı̄, for her husband Siva. In the case of ordinary hu-

mans, when the relatives burn the husband’s dead body, the model wife, the

human satı̄, climbs on top of the burning pyre, her own body burned with his.

With the advent of the British, the practice was made illegal (though the

political etiology and implications of the British prohibition were complicated

and not entirely made only in the interest of women, to say the least).36
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Nevertheless, even as recently as 1987 a celebrated case of satı̄ made the

newspapers, when the young Rajasthani bride, Roop Kanwar, committed satı̄.

In the myth, the goddess Satı̄ generally does not immolate herself (though

she does in the Mahabhagavata Purapa37), but rather dies by entering a yogic

trance. After she dies, her bereaved husband Siva, grief-stricken over the death

of his wife Satı̄, carries her corpse over the terrain of India while the god Viqpu
trails behind him surreptitiously hacking away at her lifeless body. Each site

where a body part falls becomes holy, a historical place for pilgrimage for the

devotees of the goddess.

One notices here a disjuncture between the myth and the historical prac-

tice based on the myth in that the original Satı̄ does not burn, and unlike the

human husband, the god Siva is not dead. Ostensibly, the gesture of loyalty the
human satı̄ performs by immolating herself with her husband’s corpse is her

refusal to exist apart from him. On the contrary, when the goddess Satı̄ sac-

rifices herself, she enacts precisely a separation from her husband. The two are

not one; the difference is expressed in her separation from him and his grief.

She moves to the world beyond while he remains grief stricken and, for some

time, alone here in this world.

In this context, one other important and frequently articulated function of

the wife’s immolation becomes apparent: it ensures her continued chastity. A

dead woman cannot find a new man to replace her husband.38 This fact ar-

ticulates a deep-seated anxiety that human women pose for men, in the pos-

sibility that a woman’s sexual desire may extend beyond the man who legally

possesses her, even from his grave. The wife is his property, in a way that a

goddess never is, a commodity that he exclusively enjoys and what makes her

properly his is his exclusive privilege to her body. The power that a woman has,

evidenced especially in her power to make new life, is contained and controlled

by her husband; her chastity is the legal sign of his possession of her as object.

The word satı̄ itself doubles as the feminine form of the present participle,

that is, ‘‘being’’ in the feminine gender. As a minor point to reflect upon, the

insidious implication of this homonym is that for a woman, the process of

‘‘being’’ entails that she choose to not be, that she sacrifices her being to her

husband’s honor. She is a shadow, contingent on her husband. As we might

expect, this gesture is not reciprocally observed by her husband, who does not

climb on her pyre, but instead is encouraged to remarry after her death.

In the myth, the god Viqpu hacks away at Satı̄’s dead body; in the disper-

sal of body parts, the sex organ—that organ that more than any other codifies

the gendered identity of woman, woman as the other of male—falls on the

hill of Kamakhya. Where it lands the earth becomes dark blue (nı̄la) and the

body part turns into stone. The hill where this body part falls becomes known
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as the Blue Hill (nı̄la parvata) and this site becomes a temple to the goddess

Kamakhya. What does it mean for the sex organ of the ideal wife, Satı̄, to land

here? Does Kamakhya become the prototype of a place for faithful and chaste

human wives to congregate?

Not exactly. Rather, in an ironic, but, as I will argue, psychologically co-

herent subversion of the notion of the chaste wife as commodified property of

the husband, the city of Kamakhya becomes linked with a deviant and exces-

sive sexuality, with a subversion of the normal gendered economy of sexuality.

Kamakhya is for a literary Tantric tradition the place where a secret and deviant

sexuality is practiced, where secret rites, which worship the goddess through

sex, take place. And nearly all of the eight texts consulted for this study ref-

erence Kamakhya.
So when the upright and conservative Hindu ascetic sage Vasiqtha takes

up the left-handed path and seeks out the Buddha to learn about the secret and

transgressive rite of sexual union (CT 2.1ff.), Kamakhya is the place where it

happens. We should also recall here that for a late medieval Hindu tradition,

the Buddha is frequently depicted as both a Hindu turned apostate, and a

particularly tricky incarnation of Viqpu destined to lead the masses astray from

the true dharma. Kamakhya wears its reputation for the transgressive like an

emblazoned scarlet letter.

In fact, Kamakhya’s Tantric potency makes it a notorious haven for black

magic. One Tibetan writer in the seventeenth century would report that ‘‘there

are so many witches (dakinı̄s) and various kinds of demons and devils that even

a person who has fully mastered the Tantras can hardly stay there.’’39 Who are

these witches, the dakinı̄s who, along with devils and demons, make life intol-

erable for our TibetanTantric author inKamakhya?Ostensibly an evil sorceress,
the witch has magical powers that supercede those of even a skilled practitioner

of Tantra.

Now, why would this site commemorating the sexed being of wifely fi-

delity and chastity incarnate, of that most faithful and chaste of Hindu wives,

Satı̄, become linked with an apparently unconnected representation of woman

in the form of the highly sexed witch? Exactly why is Kamakhya connected with
transgression, especially transgressive sexuality? That is, what is a good girl

like Satı̄ doing in a place like this?

Of course, it is not Satı̄ herself, just this one bodily organ of hers: a free-

floating organ without a body, a dismemberment of self that is memoralized,

remembered, and enacted in myth and pilgrimage. One other interesting dis-

juncture between the myth and the historical practice of satı̄ is that the ‘‘good

wife’’ in the historical practice leaves no bodily organs to be revisited. Both the

goddess and the human woman are sacrificed, but while the former emerges

102 renowned goddess of desire



dead but whole, the body of the human woman is transfigured into a dis-

identifiable mass of ash, mingled with her husband’s, and the river into which

they are thrown. On the contrary, Satı̄ of the myth has all her bodily organs

intact, even if she is spread out over the subcontinent of India, her limbs never

acting in unison. A disparate cacophony of limbs dissected, and yet each bodily

organ reconstructs or recathects itself into a whole goddess, whose particular

bodily part becomes her symbolic identity.40

Women and Transgression: Difference and the Same

What is the difference between a mass of ashes that was once a woman, and

petrified and dispersed body parts that are worshiped as the remnants of the

ideal wife? The disintegrated ash of the human maintains the image of the

chaste woman while the petrified body part of the goddess becomes the locus of

the transgressive, a place where witches and black magic proliferate. Both, I

suggest, are elements of a single representation of the feminine. It is, rather,

the mode of their disposal that differentiates them. That is, in the case of the

human woman her identity, as different, sexually different from her husband,

is reduced to a nonexistence. Her ashen remains signify a process of assimi-

lation of her identity, her differentiation from him into a palpable amorphous

unity with him. Her difference is erased by her transformation into a unified

gray mass. In Hegelian terms, both identity (the husband) and nonidentity (the

wife) are assimilated into the Same. The disintegration of her body, the erasure

of her bodily difference, especially facilitates the process of erasing the dif-

ference that woman as the other of the man offers.

On the contrary, the goddess maintains the existence of difference from

her male husband, albeit in a fragmented, fetishized way. Her difference as

woman is fragmented, particularized into the far-flung dispersal of her dis-

sected body parts. By an act of metonymy each body part then comes to stand

for the whole of the goddess as woman. Here difference survives, at the price of

a fragmentation of being.41

To come back to the question of Satı̄’s presence in the land of black magic,

we can read the Tibetan’s condemnation of this black land as what happens

when a ‘‘good’’ wife goes ‘‘bad.’’ That is, insofar as her difference as woman

survives—that is, so long as one can see the sign of her difference, her intact

sex organ—then this differencemust be extruded from the boundaries of social

order, relegated to an existence in the margins, made into a no-man’s-land of

witches and devils. What cannot be made into the Same must be pushed out-

side the order of normative power.
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The Feminine as Transgression

Not only does this city of the chaste goddess’s sex organ carry the import of

transgressive sexuality. Goddesses in general evoke this response whenever

they are elevated above a male consort, and even more so when a goddess is

worshiped independently from a male consort. Alexis Sanderson, in a well-

documented research article, succinctly maps the historical evolution of the

antinomian elements of Tantra from an incipient presence in the Pasupata, a
tricksterlike figure hanging around the cremation grounds in the early cen-

turies of this millennium, through the medieval emphasis on ritualized sex.42

Here he makes the very important observation that there is a connection be-

tween the ‘‘left-hand,’’ that is, the transgressive, and goddesses. That is, the

more transgressive the practice, the more goddesses figure in the ritual.43 Ad-

ditionally, the more antinomian the ritual, the more we find goddesses ranking

at the very top in the pantheon of deities, independent of, and towering above,

their male consorts. What is it about goddesses, particularly the independent,

insubordinate goddesses, that links them to the transgressive? I suggest that

the idea of woman, as the site of difference, is what links them.

Insofar as she sustains the idea of difference—especially codified in that

quintessential emblem of difference, the sex organ—she presents a rupture in

a system of assimilation that subordinates what is other by making it into an

object or absorbing its identity within an absolute unity of self.

The human woman herself is an emblem of the transgressive; not her sex

as object of desire or mastery, nor sex as activity per se, but her gender, sex as

the place where difference is articulated. Woman in her difference frommales,

as a being who is other and who resists assimilation, must be elided from

discourse; she is pushed to the outside beyond the borders of normative social

and political power.

That is, the difference that woman is—woman not degraded to the status

of object or property—is itself transgressive. This difference is transgressive

because it disrupts a deep structural assumption of male privilege and pos-

session of women endemic to Indian culture (and to patriarchal culture in the

West, for that matter).

The Difference between Witches and Chaste Wives

The danger Kamakhya presents derives ostensibly from all those witches living

there. What exactly is the difference between a witch and a chaste wife? Here
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the dichotomy of the witch and the chaste wife is two poles of a single con-

tinuum. The one is the inversion of the other.

The chaste wife dutifully acquiesces to the status of being property of the

husband, an object subjected and subordinated to his being and desire. Es-

pecially her sexuality, her desire, is subordinate to his. The containment of her

desire signifies his mastery and her status as object. The witch, on the other

hand, represents the specter of the independent woman who is master of her

own sexual desire. She maintains her own subjectivity and with this she sub-

verts the legal code, which makes women property exchanged between males.

This is dangerous because when independent, she becomes linked to the prac-

tice of magic, especially black magic.

The witch and the chaste woman probably both function more as rep-

resentations of psychological categories than as living individuals. Not ever

what we might think of as actual women, both exist in a realm of repre-

sentation, imaginary categories. As categories they are two sides of the same

figure, two poles of a single continuum reflecting the degree to which the

difference a woman presents is assimilated or not into the ‘‘sameness’’ that

is the object, that is, the degree to which she is made into male property.

Both probably cater more to male psychological need and male anxiety than

female reality; both are constructed out of a male gaze, or mis-seeing of

women.

These two poles of the chaste wife and the witch converge in the image of

Satı̄ who is at once the image of the chaste wife and, in Kamakhya, the iconic
formula for profligate sexuality and black magic. That both these representa-

tions arise out of the single figure of Satı̄ points to a fundamental identity

between these two images of woman, two sides of a single coin.

Goddesses Again

On the surface it might appear more radical to engage in ritualized sex with

someone outside, someone not one’s normatively assigned spouse/sexual

partner. However, I suspect that the reverse is actually true. To outline the logic

here, in the BT and the GT (and among a diverse set of other Tantric and

Purapic texts, associated with different historical time periods and regions),

the goddess sits at the top of the pantheon of deities. This position already

represents a break with normative social order. That is, normatively, male

deities take the top seats in the pantheon of gods, just as, normatively, in this

particular society, males hold the seats of power in the public and social arena.

To place a goddess in the position of the supreme deity, creator, and savior
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reconfigures the divine hierarchy. In terms of the normative gender arrange-

ment, this placement is, in itself, a societal transgression.44

Now as Cynthia Humes points out, lots of Saktas, worshipers of the god-

dess, see the goddess as supreme and yet they are not transferring this ven-

eration or power to ordinary women. What is the difference? What I suspect

is the operative difference is precisely what gets reflected in the debate on

parakı̄ya and svakı̄ya, the ‘‘other’’ woman and one’s own wife.45

The wife is typically and normatively construed as male property. This wife

is normatively expected to assimilate her identity to that of her husband, in

effect, to erase her difference, which constitutes her identity by becoming an

object, that is, male property. The goddess, on the other hand, is more like an

‘‘other’’ woman, elusive and distant.

As Hegel notes in his famous discussion of the slave and the bondsman,

when the slave becomes entirely object, entirely subordinated to the master,

then he no longer offers a possibility of recognition for the master. It is the

process of conquering the slave as other that ensures the psychological coher-

ence of identity for the master. After the process is completed, the slave loses

his worth and subjectivity, which are what guarantee the value he has for the

master.

In this sense, written into the dynamic of the relations between the gen-

ders is a doublespeak. On the one hand, the voice of male authority denounces

the witch, whose gendered difference as other cannot be mastered, and on the

other hand, this denunciation is the trace, which reveals precisely an internal-

ization and repression of just this desire for the unassimilable difference that

this witch presents, and that the docile wife, who does not have her own inde-

pendent voice, cannot fulfill. At this point we can adumbrate more precisely

Satı̄’s two poles around the middle term between them, which is the goddess as

other who walks a fine line, in her many representations, between docile con-

sort, and independent woman who, on occasion, degenerates into uncontrol-

lable female fury. What we should note is how the amnesia that opposes these

images, instead of recognizing their fundamental unity, is what fuels the need

for conquest.

The process of assimilating and conquering the ‘‘other’’ offers the possi-

bility, in Hegel’s terms, for the master to be recognized. This is the impetus of

the transgression involving the ‘‘other’’ woman. On the one hand, the other

woman, unlike the wife, but like the goddess, initially maintains the sign

of difference that woman presents. However, the process of assimilating her

and erasing the difference she presents begins to be put into play with the

excitement of the conquest of the ‘‘other’’ woman. She is transgressive pre-

cisely because her difference has not yet been, but will be, in the future,
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assimilated. That is, so long as the ‘‘other’’ woman dwells in the nebulous

interior of the continuum, not clearly placed onto one pole or the other, so long

as she is not conquered, not transformed into the status of object/property, she

is transgressive. And so long as she offers the incipient possibility of assimi-

lation, the transgression she presents is ‘‘sexy’’ because it affords the possibility

of recognition, so at this point she is not denounced, not relegated to the

marginal existence of the irredeemable witch.

To go outside to the ‘‘other’’ woman is to affirm the power of the goddess,

the sign of woman as difference, but yet still to distance it, not let it reach the

core of quotidian life. The goddess is all-powerful, but she is, after all, an

‘‘other’’ woman, someone one can get excited about, but not someone one has

to actually shift one’s identity for. A person can worship a goddess in all sorts of

elaborate ways and never have to really listen to what she might say. In this

sense, the goddess also remains a mute object. Even as she is being worshiped,

the icon does not talk back.46 Rarely does she visibly make demands on a

person the way a live embodied woman does, especially in the way that a live

embodied woman with whom one resides 24/7 would make demands.47

On the other hand, the practice involving the wife as Tantric partner

ingeniously circumvents the psychological distraction that asserts the bipolar

fabrication of the docile wife and independent witch as two really distinct

representations. This practice with the wife reintegrates these two images into

a single form of woman, reintegrating her fragmented being into a whole, that

is, re-membering her, undoing the amnesia that split her identity.

To have to acknowledge one’s own wife as the goddess shifts things

considerably. It entails taking seriously the desires and demands that another

living being voices, and not simply in a calculated maneuvering of one’s own

interests—that would be precisely not to see her as a goddess and could work

only with a woman/partner one would meet with only infrequently—or with a

disembodied goddess, who remains a mute icon. What it requires is actually

listening to her speech. The shift suggested by the BT and GT and other texts,

which involves the wife as the Tantric partner, affords a deconstruction of the

male egoic identity as master of his property as wife. The wife’s claims to

subjectivity are recognized.

Now how is this transgressive? It entails a subversion, which strikes at a

much deeper core of our social fabric than any sort of sex with an ‘‘other’’

woman could, than any type of pornography could. It cuts at the root of the

sexual order as an order of power. It allows us in our own society to see how

much sex functions as a way of constructing identity and especially con-

structing identity in relations of hierarchy and dominance. In recognizing the

claims to subjectivity that this other presents, an other who is irrevocably other
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by the mark of her sex, the otherwise unalterable pattern of hierarchy and

dominance loses its absolute claim to being the ‘‘natural order.’’ It begins to

unravel possibilities for her claims to the specific privileges that subjectivity

entails.

Woman and the Fifth M

Earlier I noted that Tantric traditions are multiple and that their use of the Five

Ms reflects diverse agendas. The choice of wife as partner in the rite of sexual

union in the GT and the BT points to the idea of woman herself as the sign of

the transgressive rather than an idea of illicit or forbidden sex. One more

important element in the BT suggests a conscious appreciation of the trans-

gressive as connected to the idea of woman. The list of ‘‘Five Ms’’ is altered to

explicitly propose woman, not woman as object of sexuality, but woman as

gendered difference as the fifth M.

As a list, the Five Ms have one characteristic that makes them a little

unusual: that the list typically does not vary across texts. Most lists we find

in Tantric texts—whether a list of gods or goddesses or pilgrimage sites or

practices—present varying degrees of fluidity. The members of the list vary

from one text to another, with repetition across lists but with a degree of flux in

the items mentioned. On the other hand, the number of items in the list

usually is often invariable, despite the fact that the elements can vary from text

to text.48

In striking contrast to the normal pattern of lists, the list of Five Ms rarely

varies.49 The BT, however, in its citation of the ‘‘Five Ms’’ makes a significant

and interesting departure from this nearly invariable collection of transgressive

items. The fifth M for the BT is woman (mahila). The usual list, again, is pre-
sented as wine (madya), meat (mamsa), fish (matsya), parched grain (mudra),
and sexual intercourse (maithuna). It is also significant that the list always con-

cludes with sexual intercourse as the final item.

By contrast, the list in the BT excludes parched grain and offers a different

final M as woman (mahila), using the highly respectful form of the Sanskrit

word, mahila which is best translated as ‘‘lady’’ (BT 6.329). Now, the BT’s list

includes both sexual practice and women, suggesting with this list that sexual

practice is a different transgression than the transgression involving women.

This means that at least for this author the worship of women is not essentially

equated with women as simply objects to fulfill the rite of sexual union

(whether the rite involved simply fulfilling lust as some critics understand,

or whether the rite involved a technology of sex as a means for spiritual

108 renowned goddess of desire



enlightenment). This inclusion of woman as the fifthM suggests that a woman

is transgressive in her very being. The BT’s list implicitly suggests that apart

from any utilitarian function she performs as sexual partner,50 she also entails

in the very fact of her being the sign of transgression. This transgression is

fundamentally the sign of difference, which her bodily form as woman in-

stantiates. In this context also, the god Siva declares to Parvatı̄, ‘‘the fifth [M¼
mahila] is your true form.’’51 That is, all women are the goddess; all women are

both divine and irrevocably other.

We should note here also what we saw earlier, that in the context of the

BT’s revelation of the rite of sexual union, Siva reveals a very potent secret:

that the secret essence of the rite of sexual union is a rescripting of feminine

identity. That is, woman is not, as we usually see in the subcontinent, coded

simply as unconscious inert matter as prakrti, a notion that would tend toward

an easy assimilation of her as property. Rather, the secret that the rite of sex-

ual union teaches is an understanding of feminine identity as conscious spirit

(dehin, atman; BT 7.86–87), according her inherently the status of subject, as

opposed to object or property.

Conclusion

So what is transgressive in the practice of this secret Tantra is the gesture not to

elide the difference that women present. What does this mean? That women

represent not merely objects, property, or the possibility of sexual gratification,

but an opening up into the possibility of difference as the subjectivity of the

other. This suggests a valuing of women: not to value as in to evaluate, which

would be to ask again the question, ‘‘what is a good wife?’’ but to value in the

sense of according an esteem not connected with the market equivalence of the

labor women supply, or with the exchange value of the beauty they possess, or

with the semiotic capital accruing to the husband in the sons they mother. That

is, to see woman as transgressive is precisely not to reinsert women into an

economy of exchange where their identity remains contingent upon a com-

modification of their worth. Rather, a recognition of the difference women

present offers the possibility of a choice not to objectify women. This recog-

nition recodes gendered relations inscribing woman discursively in the place of

the subject.
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4

To Speak Like a Woman

The Feminine Mantra and Bodied Speech

Words too, like women, once had the value of (magical) objects; and

to the extent that words have become common property, ‘‘la chose de

tous,’’ losing their character as values, language ‘‘has helped to im-

poverish perception and to strip it of its affective, aesthetic and

magical implications.’’

—Teresa De Lauretis, quoting Lévi-Strauss’s

Elementary Structures of Kinship1

This chapter addresses representations of women’s speech. I propose

here a link between ‘‘female’’ speech and the female body. In this

chapter I will give three different examples representing women’s

speech, a myth in the BT that tells the story of the birth of the femi-

nine word, and by way of comparison, two other examples as ste-

reotypes of women’s speech; representations of the satı̄, the ‘‘good

wife,’’ who burns herself on her husband’s pyre, and a recent repre-

sentation in the United States of woman’s speech.

To begin with the story told in the BT, the distressed gods pray

to the Blue Goddess of Speech to help them win back their king-

dom from demons who have taken over. She answers their prayers

by appearing before them and producing out of her body twelve

goddesses who are speech embodied. These goddesses are femi-

nine magical words of power (vidya). Vidya-s in general are magical

words; they are feminine mantras, secret formulas several sylla-

bles long that a Tantric practitioner mutters softly over and over with



a japa mala, an Indian rosary, in hand, to help count the number of repetitions.

A powerful magical speech, the practitioner softly or silently recites these for-

mulas in order to acquire powers—the power to fly, or to conquer enemies, or,

in the case of the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ discussed in chapter 2, to gain the gift of elo-

quence. Effectively, thismagical speech helps tomanifest one’s wishes, tomake

things happen in the world.

In this case this myth literally represents this magical speech as female

and as bodies. These vidya-s are speech. At the same time, they are also female

beings—goddesses—and in this tale graphically so. They emerge from the body

of the Blue Goddess of Speech in bodied feminine form, the word as goddess,

joyfully dancing on the toes of the Blue Goddess’s feet (BT 12.83).

This chapter looks at this feminine speech, the vidya, through this story.

The vidya in general is amantra with a female deity, though even generally, we

should note, Tantric magical speech, the mantra, aligns with the feminine,

even when its deity is male. As the eminent Tantric scholar P. C. Bagchi notes,

‘‘The mantras of the Tantras differed according to the deities, though they are

all supposed to be different forms of Sakti.’’2 That is, as a form of sakti, the
feminine, the mantra ultimately exists as female, even when this female is

configured as a male deity. The myth we address below explicitly portrays the

vidya as feminine mantra, as speech that is explicitly female, envisioned as

female beings, dancing goddesses.

Thus, the BT makes the link between ‘‘female’’ speech and the female body

explicit with its story of these bodied dancing goddesses as words. Further, we

find this link connecting female speech to the female body elsewhere as well,

in other stereotypes of women’s speech. In making the connection between fe-

male speech and the female body I would like to draw attention to one more el-

ement in the equation. Bodied feminine speech is a performative speech. In the

BT’s story explicitly we see this, since asmantra, that is, as ‘‘magical’’ speech, this

feminine speech enacts events in the world. Indeed, as potent ritual speech, it

performs what it ‘‘says’’ simply through the saying of it. The practitioner recites

the mantra, and the mere recitation magically manifests what the mantra says.

We explore the function of feminine speech as performative in the myth in the

BT, and also with reference to the two other examples that I give of stereotypes

of women’s speech, the case of the satı̄, the ‘‘good wife,’’ who burns herself on

her husband’s pyre, and a recent representation in the United States of wom-

an’s speech in the case of Anita Hill, both of which also incorporate elements

of the body and of performativity in the stereotype of woman’s speech.

No doubt, we need to emphasize that this stereotype functions more as

part of a symbolic order than as an actual description of women’s speech. As
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stereotype, it points to the ways women are ‘‘represented’’ in the larger culture,

not to anything that could be construed as an accurate picture of women’s

actual speech. What is interesting for our purposes here is that the BT’s

myth turns around the valuation of the stereotype of ‘‘woman’s speech.’’ It

presents the idea of woman’s speech, that is, speech that is feminine, bodied,

and performative, in a more positive light than these other two examples

I give.

One more element is salient in this chain of associations: as bodied, fem-

inine, performative speech, this magical speech disrupts the normative order

of language. It disrupts the idea of language as logocentric. Andre Padoux,

as well, notes for the Tantric mantra more generally its nonlogocentric char-

acter, its fundamental dissimilarity from the Western notion of the word as

logos.3 In the West the dominant paradigm has been a binary that asserts the

priority of transcendent meaning over the physical sign of the word (along with

the host of binaries that align with this, such as spirit/matter, male/female).

One element of the binary implicit in logocentricity prevails in India as well,

where spirit takes precedence over matter. While it may be fair to say that the

word as a physical form or sign has probably also been more important in

Hinduism than in the West, nevertheless, we still find that most schools of

thought tend to incorporate the dualism of body and spirit, referenced most

archetypally in the Samkhyan legacy of puruqa and prakrti.4 What happens

then, when we find a use of the word, as we do with the BT’s use of the Tantric

vidya, that upsets this binary? In other words, what happens when we find a

bodied language?

Bodied feminine speech, these dancing goddess-words, offers us a word

that acts like a body rather than a sign. With this we find a recoding of the value

attached to the body, matter and materiality. I also suggest that a consequence

of this is a notion of identity that is multiple. Not constructed upon the ex-

clusion of that which is ‘‘other’’ to the self, this model does not reject the body

and matter and offers an image of the feminine self conceived multiply.

In what follows below, first we look at what a mantra is. After this, we

examine the story from the BT that tells the story of the birth of the feminine

mantra. We then address other images of woman’s speech including the satı̄

and the Anita Hill case in the United States. Following this, we look at what

happens when the fusion of word and body takes place in the case of the vidya.
With this I suggest that the stereotypes of women’s speech, visually analogued

in the goddesses as words of the BT, as it fleshes out, literally and conceptually,

a bodied, performative, female speech, offer a conceptual understanding that

prioritizes the body and matter, and nature.
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The Mantra

What exactly is a mantra? The mantra is the Indian version of the magical

charm, words used ritually as a sacred formula. The Tantric mantra, a ubiq-

uitous presence in Hindu and Buddhist medieval texts, presents us often with

a mere string of meaningless sounds—for instance ‘‘Om hum srı̄m,’’ an un-

translatable semantic void, ‘‘non-sense.’’5 What does it mean to use a language

that doesn’t mean at all in the ways we normally construct meaning?

By way of definition, and simultaneously to illustrate graphically some-

thing of the conceptual impasse one encounters in the attempt to decipher for

the West the meaning of the mantra, I will cite Agehananda Bharati’s classic

pioneering work on Tantra, where he gives a definition for themantra. Bharati

tells us: ‘‘A mantra is a quasi-morpheme or a series of quasi-morphemes, or a

series of mixed genuine and quasi-morphemes arranged in conventional pat-

terns, based on codified esoteric traditions, and passed on from one preceptor

to one disciple in the course of a prescribed initiation.’’6

We should not be too dismayed if there appears to be in this definition a

willful obscurantism. Rather we may consider that the opaqueness of his def-

inition arises perhaps because the very idea of a definition,7 using language—

words, signs—to convey what a thing means, is fundamentally at odds with

what it means to encounter language as mantra, as a collection of ‘‘quasi-

morphemes.’’ Bharati tells us not so much what a mantra is, but rather what it

looks like, how its form appears, physically and audibly, as form. Rather than

define the mantra, he lets us know it has a bodily form. Morpheme, after all,

derives from morphe, shape or form. And, after telling us it has a form, he tells

us that it is per-formed, passed on through lineage initiations.

The obscurity of his definition, in this case I think, highlights the fact that

the mantra does not lend itself to discursive space. The mantra does not mean

in the way that words usually mean something, so its definition appears im-

penetrable. We do not quite ‘‘get’’ what Bharati means by his definition. The

mantra, these unintelligible ‘‘quasi-morphemes,’’ offers a linguistic sedition.

The mantra functions as an alternative form of language. This shadowy

counterpart to language traces its steps obliquely; a fissure in the order of lan-

guage. The Tantricmantra presents something like a deliberate excess, a stam-

mer that jams the system. Literally, actually, the use of the Tantric mantra

enacts a stammer in the semantic order; one repeats it over and over and over,

far beyond a point where meaning could have been conveyed.

I noted Bharati’s pioneering definition of mantra,8 and alluded to Staal’s

assertion of the Vedicmantra as ‘‘nonsense.’’9 A number of other scholars have
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also noted the performative aspect of themantra,10 as well as the generative and

transforming quality of the mantra. I discuss these in the notes.11 However,

I will here mention one other aspect of the mantra. In a recent article of hers,

Laurie Patton discusses the priestly appropriation, via mantra, of a woman’s

power to give birth. In her analysis the priests employ mantra as a substitute

for the woman’s fecundity to ensure the life of the embryo. Patton discusses

how the mantra was used as means for displacing the power of female body

and consequently to appropriate its function and control it.12 Salient for our

purposes is both the creative power of themantra as language, and the fact that

even in this earlier Vedic context, in the realm of language it is precisely the

mantra that functions as a linguistic homologue for the image of woman, in

this case for the functional identity of the woman in her power to give birth. In

this context I should suggest that the mantra can co-opt this feminine power

because it analogously is ‘‘feminine,’’ generatively creative.

Elsewhere in the BT we also find the generative power of mantra explicitly

linked to the generative power of woman. The hand gesture called ‘‘the vagina

gesture’’ (‘‘yoni mudra’’) where the two hands entangle together in a pose that

visibly resembles the female sex organ, is, the text informs us, ‘‘the enlivening

power of the mantra’’: ‘‘whoever does not know the yoni gesture which is the

enlivening power of the mantra, how can he perfect the mantra, even with a

hundred thousand repetitions?’’13

This recalls Laurie Patton’s point, though in a sense from the opposite side

of the coin. Whereas the Brahmins she describes appropriate the feminine

power to give birth by their own control of themantra, here the author(s) of the

BT explicitly recognizes the feminine as the ultimate source of the power of

even the mantra. So a mantra is like a woman in that both have the power to

make new life. While the Brahmins Patton describes get at this power through

the mantra, in contrast, however, for the BT’s author(s), the feminine is the

power that enlivens the mantra to begin with.

The Story of the Birth of the Feminine Word

At this point we address the myth we find in the BT, which describes the

genesis of the feminine mantra. Two elements are especially relevant for our

discussion here. First, the feminine mantra is bodied. We see this literally as

the mantras are born out of the Blue Goddess of Speech, and take anthropo-

morphic forms as goddesses with bodies. Second, the mantra is feminine

speech. Again this is figured quite literally as the mantras are born and take

bodies of feminine gender. These literalized depictions offer a technique for
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spelling out philosophical concepts that reconfigure the notion of materiality

through a visual analogue.

The basic plot of the story is that the besieged gods are waging a war

with the demons and the demons are winning. The gods seek out the help of

the great gods Viqpu and Siva. The BT in the voice of the god Siva telling the

tale, says, ‘‘Brahma went gladly to Goloka [where Viqpu lives] accompanied

by Indra. O Goddess, with a variety of speeches [praising] the supreme Lord

[Viqpu], [he said], ‘be pleased and happily lift us up out of our work we have

to do.’ Having heard the speech of the great Brahma, Viqpu said with great

respect to Brahma, ‘Sir, it is not possible for me to do this.’ O great God-

dess, Brahma and Viqpu then came to my abode. With various types of divine

praise they pleased [me]. O Goddess, I [Siva] said, ‘I am not able to kill [the

demons].’ ’’14

Both Viqpu and Siva explain that they cannot help the gods in this war

and that they should instead seek out the Blue Goddess of Speech. When they

meet the goddess she agrees to help them and she consoles them, saying,

‘‘ ‘You go; where the demons are, I will come there. In every way [I will] be near

the Gods.’ Having said this, that Great Goddess Taripı̄ who moves about freely,

just as she likes, according to her own desire, the supreme Goddess who bears

the form of illusion vanished.’’15

She wraps up her consoling speech to them with a sudden disappearing

act. Then they return to their exiled stronghold on the mountain where they

must wait for five years. ‘‘The Gods who were born from the light went there

for five years. Dead, as it were, their kingdom lost, weak with suffering, they

[stayed] in the hills,’’16 distressed without their kingdom. This element of the

myth appears to echo the short retelling of the gods’ encounter with the Great

Goddess of Illusion, Mahamaya, in the Kalika Purapa, when she kills the de-

mon Mahiqa (KP 62.63ff.). However, the BT differs first in that the goddess is

not formed out of the energies emitted from the gods, and, second, in that she

emits forth from her body the goddesses who will bring victory for the gods, as

vidyas.
Also, here the hills connote a primordial exostructure. That the gods have

to go to the hills signals their loss of political power. They go there because they

are exiled and because the hills are outside of the circle of power. They can

hide there from their demon enemies. Typically, in the medieval period when

powerful invaders conquered Assam, such as, for instance, the muslim Mir

Jumla in the seventeenth century, the defending Assamese would flee to the

hills, hiding out and waiting for a better time to strike back. In this sense,

reflecting a historical political strategy, it also suggests the notion of being

outside the circle of political power, especially to not have a voice politically.
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Even today the idea of the hill tribes connotes groups considered to be un-

civilized and politically without a voice.

Their prayer to the Blue Goddess of Speech is metaphorically apt in these

circumstances. What the text appears to suggest with this is that only when

they assimilate and understand what it is like to be marginalized, to not have a

voice, are they able to connect with the Blue Goddess of Speech.17 The goddess

does not help them immediately. Instead, they wait for five long years on the

outside, without a voice. In other words, before the Goddess of Speech helps

them, they must first experience being silenced.

Now, this Blue Goddess of Speech who deludes the whole universe18

appears to be not entirely predictable. At this time she promises a presence,

but the gods do not actually experience this presence until later in the story

when she appears suddenly (pratyakqa), ex nihilo. By her behavior she plays

with the ideas of presence and absence, suddenly disappearing, and suddenly

reappearing. ‘‘Moving about according to her own desire’’ (kamacaripı̄), her
entrances and exits are not predictable. This stands in contrast to the more

normal mundane appearances of the gods Siva and Viqpu, whom the gods also

seek out for help. There is nothing sudden or remarkable about their entrances

and exits. One goes to where they reside and there they are.

The Blue Goddess of Speech, on the other hand, appears and disappears

suddenly. When she disappears, they wait and they worship her; however,

waiting and remembering her, without any real power, seems to be the best the

gods can do to impose a scheme of causality on her presence and absence.

Eventually, she does come to their aid, and gives birth to the feminine words

who then win the war for the gods.

Meanwhile, on the mountain the gods do the prescribed worship, offering

to the Blue Goddess of Speech a conventional prescribed list of substances.

O, Goddess, [they offered] a seat, a welcome, water for washing her

feet, the ritual water offering, and water for sipping, a milk and honey

bath, and for sipping, clothes, and ornaments, scented flowers, in-

cense and a lamp, food, and they bowed. With sixteen different

substances [they worshiped] the Blue Goddess of Speech. Having

worshipped her and having given the animal sacrifice to the God-

dess [or the wild jackal] with various auspicious substances, o ruler of

Gods, the group of the best among the Gods did japa. Having first

said the great mantra, o Goddess, having done 100,000 repetitions of

the mantra, with this they offered clarified butter with lotus flow-

ers pleasing to the mind. They did a fire ceremony with sesame seeds

mixed with sugar also. In this way having offered a fire ceremony,
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o great Goddess, they did one tenth that number [of offerings] again

as offerings with sprinkling [milk]. They did one tenth that num-

ber of offerings with everything as a water offering, o Goddess. And,

when that was finished they worshipped theGoddess atmidnight. And

after that, having given an animal sacrifice to that great Goddess,

they had divine food. In this way they completed this pleasing karma.19

With all of this repetition of the mantra and ritual extravagance, she still

does not show up. Finally then, after all this is concluded, the gods remember

her, and only then, when they finally remember her, does she suddenly appear.

‘‘Then, o Goddess, when the Gods remembered that Goddess, that Great

Goddess with the Blue form and a big belly, that Goddess became pleased, and

she appeared visibly in front of the Gods. ‘What can I do for you? Where shall

I go, o Gods; tell me why you have called me?’ ’’20

The notion of remembering her is important. Just as Vasiqtha’s intense

asceticism cannot compel the goddess to appear, so here as well, only when

the gods relate to her by remembering her, rather than operating on the

assumption of a mechanical model of the efficacy of ritual performance, does

she actually appear. When they remember her, in effect they move away from

an understanding of the rite as being mechanically effective. This certainly

references the idea of devotion (bhakti). It also entails a recognition of her as a

person, that is, as a subject rather than object. Her unpredictability, no doubt,

enhances this effect; the gods cannot take this goddess for granted. They need

her help and they must relate to her in order to gain her help, because she will

not show up until they do. We see this elsewhere in the BT, where the author

tells us that bhava, that is, one’s attitude and especially an attitude that in-

ternalizes an understanding of the practice one performs, is key in this prac-

tice. So we see, ‘‘[Even doing] much mantra recitation, fire ceremonies and

many ways of afflicting the body etc. through austerities, without bhava, o
Goddess, the mantra gives no results.’’21 Further, we see, ‘‘by bhava one at-

tains enlightenment and strenthens the clan. By bhava the lineage (gotra) is

strengthened; by bhava one does the spiritual practice for the clan; [if one

doesn’t have bhava] why do the various nyasa (ritual placement of the alphabet

on the body), why the various bodily purifications; why do worship if bhava
doesn’t arise?’’22

In other words all spiritual practice is useless without the proper attitude.

By remembering the Blue Goddess of Speech, in one sense, they reintegrate

into their own sense of self-as-subject the idea of this female as also subject,

rather than object that they can compel. Recognizing her subjectivity may

be read to entail some degree of ‘‘othering’’ of their own selves; we see this
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narratively encoded in their position of marginalization, as political, social

‘‘other’’ during their time on the mountain. Yet, recognizing her subjectivity is

what enables the gods to connect with the power she affords.23

Bodied Language

When she does appear, the gods seem stunned, perhaps because they were not

expecting her to appear. Perhaps one might read their inability to articulate

their desires in her presence as a sign that they have not quite transitioned

from a mechanical model of the rite’s efficacy. The Blue Goddess offers them a

boon, and this is when they should ask for her help in the battle with the

demons, yet they can only say

‘‘Be pleased, o Ruler (fem.).’’ Then the Goddess with the Blue form,

who delights the mind, seeing the Gods collected there, that Goddess

Taripı̄, who fulfills all desires, out of her own body created twelve

supreme Vidyas, feminine magical words. [These were] Kalı̄, Maha-
devı̄ and Mahavidya and also Qodası̄ and Bhuvanesanı̄, Bhairavı̄,
Chinnamastaka, Dhumavatı̄, Bagala and Mataxgı̄, Kamala and

Ātmika. These Vidyas, O great Goddess are famous as the Perfection

Vidyas (siddhividya). These great Goddesses arose from the body of

the Goddess of Speech. And other Mothers were born from her, o

beautiful one. [Then] in supreme joy, all these Goddesses danced on

the tips of her toes.24

The Goddess of Speech herself, this savioress (Taripı̄), summing up the

situation, produces out of her own body (svadehatah) bodied language. Twelve

words, which are simultaneously bodied goddesses, arise out of her body. They

are not just goddesses; they are words. Not just words, they are the bodying of

sound into female forms. This feminine anthropomorphized speech fuses the

notion of sign and thing, giving us a word that is presence rather than the sign

of absence. As words, they do not point to a being beyond themselves. They do

not function the way words usually do, standing in as a sign for some thing—

the thing as presence, while the word itself is the mere sign, an absence of the

real as thing. These words do not point to a being located elsewhere; they are

the presence of being, the goddesses themselves: the dark Kalı̄; the great

Mahadevı̄; Bhuvanesanı̄, ruler of worlds; the fierce Bhairavı̄; Chinnamastaka,
who holds her severed head in her hand, and so on.25 They are the bodied

representatives of a language that has lost its semantic bearings. And after the

goddesses are born from the body of the Blue Goddess of Speech, the text tells
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us, with a barely circumspect glee that these Words that are simultaneously

goddesses, exuberantly dance on the tips of the goddess’s feet.26

The text’s use of the very explicit ‘‘out of her own body’’ (svadehatah), ‘‘aris-
ing from her body’’ (dehodbhuta), and ‘‘born from her body’’ (dehajjata) empha-

size that themantras are emitted out of her body, not formed and spoken by her

mouth. This is a language that is not so much spoken as it is simply born.

These feminine mantras arise spontaneously, emitted from her body as whole

beings. The image is more similar to that of a woman giving birth to a child

than of the way one speaks language.

These mantras arise out of her body as substance, as a materiality of

thought. They are not bound by the usual temporal structure of language that

ordains a successive concatenation of words, each following on the heels of

what went before. The feminine mantra is nonlinear and ruptures the a priori

tempo that places words in time. No wonder the gods in the tale are spell-

bound.27 Because this Goddess of Speech does not move through time as

language normally does, but instead is presence, referenced as the visual im-

age of the dancing goddess-words, so in her presence the gods also find it hard

to speak. Her production of a language that is not sign, which is presence more

than meaning, defies even time. It is a language without referent, which stands

as the outside of language’s power to denote.

Words that are also goddesses dancing on the toes of the Blue Goddess of

Speech evoke also a sense of the performative. They are dancing words. As

magical speech, they are also words that perform what they say. By saying these

words things happen. These words win battles for the gods by their presence.

Thus these words as bodies, as perfomative speech, dance outside of a logo-

centric view of language.

Mantra as Bodied

We should note that, apart from this tale, themantra is also explicitly coded as a

body elsewhere in the BT. In fact, in a section of the BT that outlines various

methods for making mantras potent, conspicuously, most of these methods

depend upon treating the mantra as if it were a physical body. So, one method

for increasing the potency of the mantra involves ‘‘nourishing’’ it (apyayana),
that is, sprinkling water on it with a leaf of kusa grass. ‘‘He should sprinkle each

letter of the mantra with the japa done with the water of kusa grass with that

mantra. This is known as ‘nourishing’ [the mantra].’’28

Similarly, one can make the mantra efficacious by ‘‘striking’’ the mantra

with sacred leaves covered in fragrant sandal paste water. ‘‘Having written out
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[each of ] the letters of the mantra, he should strike them with water mixed

with sandal wood powder.’’29 In both these instances the physical ‘‘body’’ of

the mantra is highlighted; in fact, the mantra is, if anything, a ‘‘body’’ in these

contexts. This is how the mantra becomes potent, that is, capable of ‘‘doing

things.’’ Treating the words as bodily form effects the power of these words.

Curiously, in the second example, the BT employs the same word, striking,

in ‘‘striking’’ themantra with leaves, as it uses to describe the act of intercourse

during the rite of sexual union: tadayet.30 In terms of gender, this also aligns

the mantra with the feminine since in the BT and elsewhere, men ‘‘tadayet’’
(‘‘strike’’) women and here one ‘‘tadayet’’ (‘‘strikes’’) the mantra, placing the

woman and the mantra in the same place in the equation. The word tadayet
itself has a complex connotation. Often translated as ‘‘strike,’’ the (ostensibly)

male practitioner ‘‘strikes’’ a woman in ritual sexual intercourse; one ‘‘strikes’’ a

musical instrument; one can ‘‘strike’’ an enemy, and the word is also especially

associated with lightning and the brilliant splendor that occurs with light-

ning. Monier Monier-Williams’s Sanskrit dictionary also notes that it means to

‘‘speak’’ or to ‘‘shine,’’ suggesting a curious association between speaking and

acting upon the body.31Apart from the suggestion that amantra is like a woman

in this use, we should note that themantra is treated as though it were a physical

body. In this sense the mantra is ritually understood to be bodied language.

Also, the idea of the goddess and the mantra as a seamless boundless

unity of being is not unique or isolated to this text. It forms a motif surfacing

elsewhere in the Indian landscape. A popular hymn to the goddess Lakqmı̄, for

instance, tells us ‘‘O Goddess, whose form is always the mantra, homage to

you.’’32 In this popular hymn as well, the goddess is embodied language.

Woman’s Speech

At this point we will look at two other instances that link woman’s speech with

the body and performativity. Above we noted that the feminine vidya in this

Tantric view is bodied, performative, and outside the order of logocentricity.

Here we see that in other representations outside of the BT’s Tantric view,

much of this characterization persists, although it is offered in a less positive

light. Especially, we find still the notion that woman’s speech is outside of a

notion of language as logocentric and that woman’s speech is performative.

We take these two representations given below from an example of the

speech of the satı̄, the ‘‘good wife’’ who burns herself on her husband’s pyre,

and a recent representation of woman’s speech as performative in the United

States.
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To begin with the satı̄, I have suggested in chapter 3 that the key to the

equation of the satı̄ as the ‘‘good wife’’ who immolates herself upon her

husband’s pyre, is that her death by fire erases the body. The sign of differ-

ence that the female body encodes, the female sex organ, is forgotten, while

her formless ash remains mingled with that of her husband. Her difference

as woman is erased; she is mute, and insofar as she does not exist apart from

her husband, the difference, which constitutes her own identity, is unre-

membered.

In this sense she is a ‘‘good wife’’ because in both death and life, her voice

and identity remain submerged in the will of her husband. The ‘‘good wife’’

(pativrata) is entirely subservient to her husband; she has no needs of her own.
This might also be read to explain why her difference as woman must be

erased. Subsumed in the identity of her husband, this erasure facilitates that

the question of her own needs or desires does not arise.

So, demure in life, she has no separate voice; in death also she has no

separate voice. Here, however, I want to point out a peculiar feature of the satı̄.

In the short interim between her husband’s death and her own death, for a

brief span she acquires a voice. Lindsey Harlan points out this feature in her

discussion of the satı̄ in general, and especially of the Satı̄ Godavarı̄.33 In the

brief period during which Godavarı̄ enacts her will to die on her husband’s

pyre, as Harlan points out, she acquires a voice and agency.34 What does this

voice look like? It is an instance of performative speech.

During this ritually charged span of time, everything the satı̄ says hap-

pens, magically, instantaneously. Her speech is a potent performative speech.

So when Godavarı̄’s friend Dhapu tries to talk her out of her death by fire,

Godavarı̄ curses Dhapu with leprosy and instantly Dhapu’s body manifests

the advanced stages of the disease.35 Similarly, several other instances of Goda-
varı̄’s potent performative speech are demonstrated in the story Harlan pres-

ents. The words of this ideal woman are performative speech, effecting what

they say by their mere pronouncement. In the case of the satı̄, this gets ex-

pressed negatively, as the Satı̄ Godavarı̄ goes on a cursing rampage.36 Here the

power of her speech to instantly ‘‘do’’ what it says wreaks havoc on her fellow

villagers.37

In deciphering this story for our purposes here, we need to keep in mind

the relational identity of the satı̄. The satı̄ attains power not through her own

individual identity, but through her role as the ‘‘good woman,’’ the ideal wife in

relation to her husband. She is the sign of woman as representation (or ste-

reotype) acting out an ideal relation to the male who governs her. The power

she acquires—she who is otherwise throughout her life and death silent in the
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face of her husband—is the power of a particular and peculiar form of speech,

performative speech, which enacts what it says in the utterance. The story elu-

cidates exactly what kind of speech we might expect when the ‘‘good woman’’

finally speaks. For the brief period where this ideal and typically silenced

woman actually acquires her own voice, her speech steps outside of the nor-

mative logocentric patterns of speech, to a speech that fuses what it says with

what it does. The picture we have of this ideal woman’s speech suggests that

woman’s speech is performative speech.

We should note that often one ‘‘sign’’ remains to mark the satı̄’s death—

the signature of a handprint on a wall. Curiously, this very emblem suggests

through a linguistic homology that this writing on the wall, her sole identifying

‘‘textual’’ remains, are a piece of performative language. That is, the cognate

Sanskrit/Hindi word for hand, ‘‘kara’’38 derives from the root kr, which means

to do or perform an act. This, of course, is not a mere coincidence; the hand

is, after all, the emblematic organ for ‘‘doing,’’ something we find throughout

philosophical literature, especially evinced in the Samkhya categories for the

organs of action (karmendriya). What this suggests is that even in her death, the

text the satı̄ speaks alludes to a notion of this speech as performative speech,

a speech that enacts through its utterance.

In her discussion of women’s voices Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan points out

a ‘‘valorization of silence as a desired ‘feminine’ attribute.’’39 Further, she sug-

gests that the satı̄ presents a silencing of the woman as subaltern. Explicitly,

Sunder Rajan deals with what she notes are representations of women, and in

a move that tends toward a rejection of an essentialism inherent to Lacan’s

notion of the woman as outside of language and a rejection of Gayatri Spivak’s

assimilation of an incapacity to speak as defining the subaltern satı̄,40 Sunder

Rajan instead attempts to reconstruct the notion of women’s speech. For her,

the silence of the satı̄ is not intrinsic to the category of woman. She sug-

gests: ‘‘Women’s speech, in the first place, is often confined to the space of

the home. . . .But when women are allowed access to public forums, the very

exceptionality of this entry may produce various kinds of linguistic excess:

confession, curse, polemic, diatribe, profession of faith, revelation and proph-

ecy proliferate notoriously in existing accounts of, for instance, women’s court

trials.’’41

Sunder Rajan notes on a general level what we see specifically in the case

of Godavarı̄ Satı̄: that the woman’s speech ‘‘fails as statement, testimony or

communication.’’42 In other words, a woman’s speech stands outside of nor-

mative speech. It does not operate in the bounds of the logocentric order of

language. Sunder Rajan construes this nonlogocentric speech as a type of
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‘‘linguistic excess.’’ More precisely, however, the types of speech she lists tend

toward speech as performative, speech especially connected to ritual behavior.

The curse, the confession, and the profession of faith all fall under the rubric of

performative speech, but also the prophecy, the polemic, and the diatribe also

cohere as performative speech.

Now, lest we conclude that a stereotype of women’s speech as performative

is exclusively confined to India, we can note here as well one recent instance

from the United States that also tends to support Sunder Rajan’s character-

ization of women’s speech. In a recent discussion of the Anita Hill case, Judith

Butler notes that Anita Hill’s testimony against Clarence Thomas, which, as

speech, ought to have been read as testimony, that is, as speech that cites or

records a sequence of events, was instead read as a type of pornography, pre-

cisely because her speech was heard as performative speech.43 In the debate

following the hearings, Catherine Mackinnon points out that Anita Hill’s in-

ability to be heard, her exclusion from the order of proper speech as testimony,

indicates how the pornographic representation of women, women as objects of

sexualization, effectively silences them, depriving women of a proper voice.44

In analyzing this case, what Butler notes is that Anita Hill’s speech functioned

as a type of performative speech. Butler argues that when Hill talks about her

sexual injury, recording and citing it, this woman’s speech is read as confes-

sional speech, speech that reenacts and performs the original sexualization

of the injury.45 That is, just as Sunder Rajan notes for the Indian context, in

the United States as well, Hill’s speech functions as a performative speech.

What this suggests is that on the level of representation, of stereotype, when a

woman, especially as woman, that is, as a gendered human, speaks, her speech

is often construed as performative.

In her discussion of Anita Hill’s case Butler also stresses other elements as

well, namely, that the model for performative speech is located in the image of

the sovereign46 and with this that Anita Hill’s subjectivity in the act of her

speaking is one that cannot be located in the intentionality imputed to a subject

‘‘speaking,’’ since the content of Hill’s speech is displaced from her status as

witness to what ‘‘happened.’’ Hill’s speech instead reenacts the sexualization of

the female body precisely because her speech is gendered (and in this case

racialized as well). Her speech is heard as a performative speech reenacting the

sexualization of her body.47

I would suggest in this case that the speech as performative derives from

an endemic pervasive stereotype that locates normative speech as speech dis-

tinct from the body and from actions, speech as a transcendent mode. Per-

formative speech, on the other hand, deviates from the normative because of

its association with the body and especially with the female body.
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The Binary and the Multiple: The Two versus the Many

What we see in the two examples above is that there is a link between women’s

speech, the female body, and speech that functions performatively. Now the

question is, how do these links between body, speech as performative, and the

feminine work in the context of the feminine mantra? Are the stereotypes we

noted in the examples above reinforced? The vidyas are also feminine perfor-

mative speech. That is, they do something as speech. In the story they win a

war for the gods, and generally the vidya and the mantra function performa-

tively as speech enacting events in the world by their utterance.

I suggest that one way the vidya, this female magical speech, differs from

the two examples above may be seen in that the vidya in the story tends to

undermine the foundations of logocentricity as a binary of word and referent.

In the two examples of the satı̄ and Anita Hill, the binary remains in place;

women’s speech is outside of the normative speech—it is construed as ‘‘ex-

cess,’’ that is, external to the order of speech. This speech as ‘‘excess’’ does not

disrupt the authority of normative logocentric speech. Rather, it circles on the

fringes, at the outside; we might say, following the metaphor of the BT’s myth,

that it stays marginalized on the mountain. In the center, normal logocentric

speech dominates, and in doing so, asserts that this speech of ‘‘excess’’ that is

‘‘woman’s’’ speech be dismissed as incoherent, as outside the proper bound-

aries of language, as not ‘‘logical.’’

How does the vidya undermine the authority of normal logocentric

speech? Normatively, language functions to separate, to create categories, that

is, to construct the world by separating the world and self in terms of subject

and object and so on, that is, into a binary that echoes the binary of the word

and its referent. Language seemingly describes the world; in doing so it con-

structs a distance, a barrier between the world and the self. In fact, to suggest

that language ‘‘describes’’ the world is to be beguiled into internalizing the

notion of logocentricity, that is, into a notion that the world ‘‘out there’’ is

referenced by language. This logocentric model masks the creative contribu-

tion that language as a structure makes to what we perceive as existing ‘‘out

there.’’ In contrast, when the vidya fuses being and word into sheer pres-

ence, the order that divides self and world/other begins to falter. The unex-

pected takes place. Because this feminine magical speech is not a word de-

noting, pointing to some absent ‘‘other,’’ it possesses the power to give birth, to

make real that which one desires. It is a dizzy presence, which makes things

happen. As we saw earlier in the image of the goddess emitting the vidyas that
then dance in joy on her toes, they bring the promise of victory for the gods.
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However, more than this, they make things happen because they are a

language not one place removed from being. Even within the text of the story,

the vidya exists as a presence apart from the story, and apart from the moral en-

coded within this story as narrative. The vidya acts upon the reader, inciting the

reader to also act, to engage this nonlogocentric speech through a perfor-

mance. That is, the point of the story—that the vidya helps the gods win a war

with demons, that it fulfills one’s desires—incites the reader to act, to engage

this speech in a manner that moves beyond a logocentric relationship to lan-

guage, in other words, to also recite the femininemantra ritually over and over.

By recognizing the alternative power and authority that this feminine speech

possesses—that it is a speech that is efficacious in addressing life’s needs, the

BT’s author(s) suggests that the reader also take the time to step outside of a

normative logocentric approach to language to ritually repeat the vidya over

and over, far past any point where meaning is conveyed, that is, to perform it.

Now, the fusion of being and sign, which in normative language presents

an incompatible dichotomy, is literalized in the goddess’s capacity to emit from

her body a multiplicity of goddesses. Where this fusion occurs, we find a mul-

tiplicity ensues. Moreover, the notion of a singular goddess and a multiplicity

of goddesses is in this context interchangeable. The twelve goddesses that arise

from the body of the Goddess of Speech are both not different and at the same

time different from the Goddess of Speech. Similarly, in the Devı̄ Mahatmya,

the demon fighting the goddess in battle complains he has to fight an army of

goddesses. If the goddess were not a coward, she would fight him single-

handedly, alone, and not rely on the strength of others. As the goddess points

out with her response, he clearly does not understand her relationship to

these other goddesses. The goddess responds, ‘‘What other one is here? All are

forms of me’’ as she then withdraws all the multitude of goddesses back into

her body.48

In the economy of Plato’s Forms the feminine is deprived of morphe, of a

shape, thus designating it as a nonliving, shapeless thing, a nameless mate-

riality.49 The view of the feminine in these Indian texts stands in contrast. The

feminine presents a multiplicity of forms, a host of goddesses, all varying, shift-

ing, and precisely delineated. Here the materiality of the feminine ‘‘bodied’’

word multiplies profusely; a multiplicity is the hallmark of the feminine logos

incarnate. That is, when the word fuses with the thing, the body, we see a fe-

cund multiplicity ensuing. The goddess in the BT, as in the Devı̄ Mahatmya,

contains and emits a multitude of varying forms, which are all still her own.

With this, even the category of ‘‘other’’ is undermined because the mul-

tiplicity of shifting forms explodes the binary logic that founds the idea of an

‘‘other.’’ In one sense there is no ‘‘other.’’ There is both unity and multiplicity,
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but nothing stands as ‘‘other.’’ There is no other because the other arises

precisely out of a subject formed within the symbolic construction of the

world; that is, language divides the world into self and other. The multiplicity

of the goddess’s forms as bodied language offers a way out of the dilemma of

the ultimately frangible if apparently determined construction of self that is

created by excluding that which is ‘‘other.’’50 The goddess’s ‘‘self ’’ is not clearly

demarcated. She is both a single goddess as the Blue Goddess of Speech and a

multiplicity of goddesses, that is, Kalı̄, Bhuvanesanı̄, the fierce Bhairavı̄, and so

on. She is bodied visible form, and (as we see especially in the next chapter) she

is the collection of all the words. She takes form as the female jackal who

prowls around boundaries where the Tantrika performs secret rites; she also,

as we saw in chapter 2, is the form of all women. She also takes the form of

rock—as we see in a popular contemporary story in Kamakhya where about

sixty years ago she became upset with the engineer trying to build the road

to the top of the Blue Hill at Kamakhya because his dynamite blasting for

the road blasted a part of her body as rock. In this popular story, the goddess

was offended and afflicted the workers with cholera. In the end, the chief en-

gineer had a dream where the goddess at Kamakhya appeared to him and

asked him why he was blowing up her body. The engineer shifted his road

plans and as expiation an annual buffalo sacrifice was enacted to commemo-

rate the event.51

In this context the very ease in which the pieces are disbursed and

reintegrated—both the image of a host of goddesses dancing on the toes of the

Blue Goddess of Speech in the BT and in the Devı̄ Mahatmya, the multitude of

goddesses who both emerge and are reabsorbed into Devı̄—structurally re-

conceives the idea of self away from an idea of self as a fixed (if finally fictional)

entity. In this sense the goddess’s response to the demon in the Devı̄ Ma-
hatmya who asks her to fight alone, without the help of others, appears equally

to be a response to the linguistic postulation of identity as determinate image—

as it is to the demon’s demands for a ‘‘fair’’ fight.

Saxkara and the Classical Tradition—One Body

or Many Bodies?

One is reminded of the Saxkaradigvijaya’s dilemma as the celibate Saxkara,
who advocates transcending the body, must debate upon a topic of which he

cannot possibly have knowledge: the art of love. Now, according to the BT, it is

really only insentient matter (prakrti) that can offer knowledge. As the BT tells

us, ‘‘That which is not manifest, and that which is manifest, both are known by

to speak like a woman 127



‘Nature,’ prakrti. Consequently, without being linked with prakrti that is not

known at all whatsoever, just as a pot is not visible (pratyakqa) unless it is con-
nected with ‘potness’ i.e., the state of being a ‘‘pot’.’’52

Nature as materiality is what offers us categories and with this, knowledge.

Now, the pot as an example in itself connotes materiality—at its most embod-

ied level. A common image used in philosophical texts, the pot (ghata) comes

to represent matter as the product of the creator, where the god who makes

the world is likened to the potter who makes pots. So the pot is a metonymical

image of the world and especially of all the ‘‘matter’’ that makes up the world.

Apart from this, the pot also ritually represents the feminine. The goddess is

worshiped in a pot of water for the nine-day festival to the goddess in the fall,

and as Stephanie Jamison notes, the pot in general is assimilated to the

womb.53

So playing upon this idea of the pot as the feminine and as the world, this

author(s) extends the function of the feminine nature (prakrti); she brings into
being the visibility (pratyakqa) of objects. The embodiment she causes becomes

the condition for knowledge. Matter functions as the substratum for the very

possibility of knowledge. Indeed, even further, in order for things to be present,

that is, visible (pratyakqa), things must be connected with this feminine nature/

matter. To put this another way, existence is contingent upon bodily instan-

tiation. There is no body-free transcendence.

Interestingly, the classical, non-Tantric text of the Saxkaradigvijaya—
despite the fact that Saxkara was a strict monist specifically interested in tran-

scending nature and matter—appears to also reference the perspective of the

BT since in Saxkara’s case, he must make use of the unwieldy heap of the body

to gain the knowledge of the art of love he needs to win the debate with his rival,

Mandana Misra.
Saxkara thus embarks upon an adventure into the body of a dead king,

temporarily reviving it in order to gain carnal knowledge to use in his debate,

so that he can avoid implicating his own celibate body in the messiness of the

art of love. In this case, the transcendent ascetic’s solution works an impossible

fantasy, in what one might see as the reassertion of the male prerogative to

both be free of the messiness, the excess that is the body, and to still co-opt, that

is, to master the knowledge that only the body conveys. The only real danger in

this fantastic exercise of the skills of mastery acquired by the ascetic yogı̄ is the

fear of ultimately being trapped in the very body that affords him knowledge.

Interestingly, in this case, when the dead king’s men come to burn the

inert corpse of Saxkara, whose ‘‘spirit’’ is habitating elsewhere in the body of

the king, to save his (original) skin, Saxkara must invoke with a hymn of praise

what we might construe a beastly embodiment, the animalistic—half lion, half
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man fusion (naramrgarupa), the Narasimha incarnation (avatara) of Viqpu.54

Perhaps we should consider his salvation via the animal as a reemergence of

the displaced equation ‘‘body¼mute beast.’’

On the other hand, upon closer inspection this episode reveals an apparent

structural flaw in the notion of the one. Concomitant with the structure of

unity, the idea of the one, which the transcendent monism of Saxkara’s Ad-

vaita uses to encompass all of life, there appears to be an ineluctable repetition

of this structure of one. Insofar as ‘‘spirit’’ represents a unifying structure, a

metaphysical oneness, it lacks the power of its antithesis, the body, to multiply.

So in this case there can inevitably be only ever one ‘‘spirit,’’ one ‘‘real’’ Saxkara,
which according to the logic of the hierarchy of spirit/body, then occupies

the place of the center, in the face of the multiple bodies proliferating the

periphery. The unity that is the ‘‘person’’ cannot conceivably inhabit both the

dead king and his own body at the same time. Instead he faces the dilemma of

which body to choose. In the context of this metaphysical dynamic, the very

structure of the power of the center logically, inextricably depends upon there

ever only being one center, and some other bodies, the amorous king’s, for

instance, which must be excluded.

On the other hand, the goddess, in contrast, resides fundamentally in the

proliferation of bodies.55Her being is inextricably linked with form (rupa), with
bodies. She is both a single goddess and multitude of goddesses simulta-

neously. Consequently, only she has that capacity to proliferate spirit and form

simultaneously, inhabiting a multiplicity of bodies—that of a multiplicity of

goddesses, of living women, even a corpse, a stone, and a jackal—all at once.

This suggests a notion of female identity not constructed upon the exclusion

of that which is ‘‘other’’ to the self. It also proposes a notion of identity that

conceptually integrates the body and matter as crucial elements of self.

Conclusion

In this chapter on the birth of feminine magical speech, the myth the BT gives

begins with a gender binary, where we see a linkage between the female, the

body, the performative and magical speech. In this case, the feminine is not

excluded from speech, rather it is connected with a particular kind of speech,

the magical performative speech of the vidya. We also see that this stereotype is

not entirely absent elsewhere, in representations of the satı̄ and in the West,

and thus that it points to a pervasive representation of women’s relationship

to language. What the BT adds to this stereotype is first of all to make the

linkages graphic, to literalize them through visual analogues in the image of
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dancing-bodiedgoddess-words.More than this, though, theBT’smyth implodes

the function of the stereotype to create a binary. By reversing the hierarchy

normatively encoded in the opposition between female ‘‘performative’’ speech

and normative (read: male) speech the BT creates an image of the feminine that

does not remain on the margins of logocentricity. Rather, it offers an alterna-

tive model that moves away from a notion of language as positing determi-

nate, fixed identity as the norm. Like the reversal that we saw in chapter 3, where

women are encoded as spirit rather than body, this view offers a philosophical

rewriting of women’s relationship to language.

In the quote of Teresa De Lauretis we saw at the beginning of this chapter,

she critiques Lévi-Strauss’s structuralist model because it presumes a binary

structure in which woman always already has assumed the role of objects to be

exchanged. De Lauretis’s method of critique is to expose and deconstruct the

underlying philosophical binary that powers the system that leaves women

both absent as subject and the object of male proprietary drives. The system of

language enacts the binaries of subject and object, of word and thing and

curiously it parallels the system of kinship relations. In other words, the way

we employ language—the very system of the use of language—is connected to

the way women are viewed and is implicated in the objectification of women, in

making women objects of exchange for male owners. By critiquing the un-

derlying premises of the binary that bolsters language, she makes apparent its

contingent status. We may also read as critique of this system of language the

BT’s move to reconstruct feminine language as bodied speech. Through an

implicit coding in myth, in its own way, it offers also a contesting model to the

binary, reconfiguring the value and relation of women’s speech and of women

to language.
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5

How the Blue Goddess

of Speech Turns Blue

In chapters 3 and 4 we saw how woman’s speech, in the case of the

satı̄, in the case of Anita Hill, and in the case of Linda Marchiano,

is effectively silenced through a discourse that reads her speech in

terms of her body. In this chapter we look at a myth that literally

enacts the silencing of woman’s speech—in this case by silencing the

Goddess of Speech herself—through male violence.

In this myth from the BT, Nı̄lasarasvatı̄, the Blue Goddess of

Speech, is abducted by two male assailants, Horse-neck and Moony

(Hayagrı̄va and Somaka), and a symbolic if not literally articulated rape

occurs, with the final result that she becomes both silenced and ‘‘de-

filed.’’ In this case, her defilement is registered bodily, since the poison

they use to keep her prisoner eventually transforms her from a white-

skinned goddess to a dark blue one. If we read this tale through a

symbolic lens, one that homologizes this female goddess as victim of

male violence to the plight of womenmore generally, what does it tell us

about women’s susceptibility to male violence and male responses to

this violence? That it is the Goddess of Speech who loses her voice

in the face of violence records a psychological acuity on the part of this

text’s author. This myth narratively makes transparent the links be-

tween violence and the loss of speech. One might also read the myth’s

suggestive representation of the goddess as defiled and dark-skinned as

presciently anticipating Gayatri Spivak’s question, ‘‘can the subaltern

speak?’’1 In this case in its calm compassionate response it offers a re-

figuring of the ability and strategies for speech for the defiled woman.2



However, two things are especially salient about the myth the BT presents;

first, that it metaphorically recognizes violence toward women as a problem

that affects all of society and, second, that it offers a humane response to vio-

lence toward women, one that does not stigmatize women as somehow being

at fault for this violence. This chapter addresses discourse on violence toward

women from a voice not usually registered: this Tantric view of the BT’s au-

thor(s). In what follows below, I suggest that this precolonial discourse around

violence offers what we might construe from our position in the twenty-first

century as a prescient and enlightened contrast to British colonialist discourse

around this same subject, of violence toward women, a century or so later, in

the nineteenth century.

One of the markers of civilization is precisely the capacity for speech;

speech marks the human.3 Along parallel lines, we find also that to be civilized

also means to understand that violence perpetrated against women is espe-

cially heinous. In India also, after the 1857 mutiny, when the Indian soldiers

revolted against British rule, the British rulers of India cited just this particular

crime of violence against women—the rape of English women—perpetrated by

Indians, as a reason for imposing the superior, ‘‘civilized’’ British rule (even

though it was quickly established that this charge of the wanton rape of English

women was nearly entirely fabricated by the British).4 We should keep in mind

that British discourse employed also the satı̄ as one other example of violence

toward women; the British abolition of the practice of satı̄ functioned polem-

ically as the sign of superior British ‘‘civilization.’’

Jenny Sharpe writes about this period of British rule in India, through the

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, suggesting that the rape of women, and

the threat of it, was part of a British masculinist chivalraic discourse that was in

the end less about women and more about men gaining power over other men,

both through enacting the violence of rape on women’s bodies, and promising

to save women from this threat of rape.5

One might also suggest that encoded within the discourse of a chivalric

protection of women is that very element that perpetuates this violence against

them, a notion of male mastery over women. This mastery protects women

because they are weaker, but since they are weaker views them as objects,

ultimately property. Consequently as object and property, the woman easily

becomes a pawn in men’s agonistic struggles with one another. And, it may be

possible to also read the critique of male ascetic mastery, which we find in the

CT discussed in chapter 2, as encoding also a psychological awareness of this

connection between ascetic rejection of the female—which rejects her because

she is object—and the easy shift to violence toward this insentient object/

woman.
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We can recall in this context what we learned from chapter 2 regarding the

reversal of the subject/object binary in the scripting of the sex rite. That is, right

before he reveals the secret sex rite, the god Siva tells us its secret essence: that
woman is pure spirit, the subject—not in any way object.6 Likewise, the hes-

itation that the god displays around revealing the secret rite stems from his

awareness of the generally agonistic relations between men. He tells us that

most of the world’s inhabitants—whether men (narah), divine, or semidivine,

animal or demonic—are ‘‘engaged in bad deeds.’’ ‘‘These are very stupid; the

nature of all these is such that all are mutually fighting in battle; . . .Thus, how

can I tell you that [secret rite]?’’7 That is, these agonistic relations between men

are, in this god’s view, connected with their noncomprehension of woman as

subject rather than object, and their bad deeds perpetuate the cycle. Siva’s
reason for not wanting to reveal the secret is that the endeavor is nearly hope-

less, given these stupid, fighting beings.

Of course, the caveat I brought up earlier applies here as well; we need to

keep in mind that we deal with textual sources, which do not necessarily reflect

actual historical behaviors toward women in Tantric circles in the fifteenth

through eighteenth centuries. Nevertheless, at least someone articulated the

particular point of view toward women that these stories encode. As discourse

these stories offer an indigenous perspective, which helps to reframe our his-

torical understanding of pre-British Indian attitudes toward women, particu-

larly for the nonorthodox Tantric perspectives.

The Myth

The tale begins when the gods oust the demons in a battle and the chagrined

and flailing demons seek revenge with the aid of two especially powerful male

demons, Horse-neck and Moony (Hayagrı̄va and Somaka). This tale also in-

corporates the motive Sharpe notes above in her discussion of British discourse

about violence toward women, with males enacting violence upon women as a

way of attacking other males. Here, the two demon abductors of the Blue

Goddess of Speech are really trying to get back at other males, the gods who

defeated them in battle. In any case, that the text’s author(s) glosses the bad

guys as ‘‘the earlier gods’’ (purvadevah8) rather than other more common words

for demons, such as rakqasa or asura may perhaps be read to suggest a cog-

nizance on the part of our author of a lack of any intrinsic difference between

these two groups of males. It again recalls the statement we see the god Siva
make right before he reveals the secret sex rite, that most of the world’s

inhabitants—whether human, divine, or semidivine, animal or demonic—are
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very stupid ( jadatara); ‘‘the nature of all these is such that all are mutually

fighting in battle.’’9

In any case, these two demons do fierce austerities in order to gain a par-

ticular boon from the goddess Sarasvatı̄, the Goddess of Speech, this goddess

who, as the text tells us here, is ‘‘the Goddess who attracts words.’’10 ‘‘Those two

bad brothers, Horse-neck and Moony did austerities directed towards the God-

dess who attracts all words. Pleased with their intense austerity, the Goddess

who attracts words said, ‘you two choose a boon that you desire.’ The Goddess

said this to those two, in order to answer their prayer for a boon. ‘Let us two be

given the boon of attracting all the words,’ [they said]. ‘Let it be so’ she said to

those two arrogant demons.’’11

When theGoddess of Speech appears before them and asks them to choose

a boon, they ask her to give them the power to attract to themselves all the

words. Without hesitation she acquiesces in what will be her own calamitous

downfall, with the usual reply that a god or goddess utters when giving a boon:

‘‘let it be so.’’ The law of austerity is fairly universal for Hindu texts: austerity

brings its rewards regardless of the moral capacities of the person performing

the austerity. This inexorable law functions theodically; it explains why seem-

ingly ‘‘bad’’ people, demons in this context, can attain positions of power, and

why ‘‘bad things can happen to good people.’’ This is especially poignant here

because, in the final analysis, this goddess loses her power over words simply

because she gives it away. The art of fulfilling boons is a tricky business; a

careful god like Viqpu always manages to leave a loophole. If a demon gets a

boonmaking him invulnerable to death during day or night, Viqpumanages to

kill him at twilight.

The Goddess of Speech is, however, ‘‘true to her word.’’ That is, the god-

dess who controls words, ‘‘she who attracts words,’’ the goddess who is the word,

rather uncharacteristically lacks the ability to use words deceptively, even for

the sake of her own skin. This tragic generosity results in her own kidnapping

and seems to point to a moral of not trusting and to a moral of nondisclosure.

In this case the goddess grants the two demons their request and they

become immediately exceedingly arrogant. They use the boon to draw to them-

selves all the words in the world. As they make good on their boon, the world

becomes mute. ‘‘That Goddess Sarasvatı̄, with her shining form, who is the

form of all the words, manifesting in her divine body, she abandoned the

mouths of all the sages. She was forced to come to the awful house of those two

powerful demons. Crying and helpless, they led her to an enclosure under-

water in the hell called Patala. Having made a pit with the poison called

halahala, mixed with dark water, there they tied her up with ropes made from

snakes and submerged her.’’12

134 renowned goddess of desire



When the demons exercise their boon, all the words leave the mouths of

the sages and become bodily manifest in their original divine body as the shin-

ing goddess Sarasvatı̄. She is the bodily and primordial signifier, the bodily life

constituting words, their very form (sabdarupipı̄).13 As they attract the words,

it is she who, as the text tells us, ‘‘abandons the mouths of all the sages.’’ With

this the world is left mute. This works to the advantage of the demons, since

the gods are strengthened when humans recite the Vedas, and if humans are

mute, then the gods get weak, without their word-nourishment.

At this point the metaphor of rape is enacted. This goddess, as the bodied

form of words, crying, is led by force into her prison in the hell realm of Patala,
submerged in a poisonous watery abode. She is tied up with ropes made of

snakes. We can note here that the visualization that the BT gives for the Blue

Goddess of Speech that we will see in appendix 2 also depicts her adorned

with a variety of different-colored snakes.14 Here, in the meantime, the curious

boon missile leaves a void of meaning in its wake. ‘‘With the arrow of the

demons attracting all the words on the surface of the earth, with this arrow, the

twice-born ones (upper castes), became speechless. They forgot the Vedas. In

this way by forgetting the mantras, the feminine magical speech (vidya) in the

sacrifices were banished. With the sacrifice destroyed, deprived of their share

[of the rites], the strength [of the Gods] waned.’’15

With this, the sages become speechless. Brahmins cannot remember the

Vedas any longer. They forget the mantras, and female magical speech (vidya)
also no longer has a place to dwell. The gods are then deprived of the nour-

ishment they gain from the sacrifices of humans and they lose their strength.

Through a metaphoric capture and rape of the woman, Horse-neck and Moony

are able to strike their greatest blow against their male foes, the gods. In this

sense, the demons deprive the gods of a voice, and political power, by literally

abducting the woman who is the source of all speech.

It may be jarring for Westerners to imagine this odd shift where the

temporal becomes spatial, where language as a phenomenon through time

is presented visually, physically anthropomorphized as this shining god-

dess. This, of course, recalls the bodied feminine word (vidya) as goddesses

dancing on the toes of the Blue Goddess of Speech, in the myth presented in

chapter 4. The myth here seamlessly and visually underscores this identity

of goddess as word. The goddess is language; she is not a goddess of lan-

guage. She is not an abstract principle, but the very words uttered in human

mouths.

The irony of silencing the very source of speech manifests a profoundly

rich web of meaning. On the one hand, the literalness of imagining words

as a body recalls our discussion of ‘‘bodied’’ speech in chapter 4, with its
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implications of feminine bodied language as a potent and primordial perfor-

mative speech—speech that makes things happen in the world. On the other

hand, it also evokes the image of woman as being subject to a male violence

that can only leave her mute, without language, a silencing of women, which is

both effect and source of the violence given to them. The moral here is loudly

pronounced, since the abuse given to the woman here results in the whole

world becoming mute. That the world itself becomes speechless in the face of

this abuse evokes both the idea that the natural response to violence is speech-

lessness for those who witness it, and also that the people in the world—all

of life—are interconnected. This roundabout way of disempowering the

gods by depriving humans of speech highlights the interdependence of hu-

mans and gods, with the contractual nature of speech as the conduit. Hence

violence given to the woman cannot help being felt also as the loss of speech

everywhere.

Meanwhile the two demon brothers sitting tight in their underwater

house do not yet realize they are marked men and that the great god Viqpu
decides to take his incarnation as a thousand-toothed fish to disrupt their word-

abduction scheme. ‘‘In this way, having put to flight all the wise persons,

Hayagrı̄va and Somaka remain in their house inside the ocean. [Meanwhile]

they are marked by Viqpu’s discus [as demons to be destroyed]. Then Viqpu,
the eternal lord, takes the form of a great fish.’’16

This would sound like prime material for an action film, if the meta-

phorical andmetaphysical implications of tying up language were not so boldly

transgressive of our notions of categories. The images we see move fluidly

across linguistic registers; the demons ‘‘tie up’’ words as though they were

material objects—which, in this case, as an embodied goddess, words are ma-

terial. The image of using arrows to draw away words from mouths functions

similarly. Tying up words and using arrows to draw away words from human

mouths fluidly moves across linguistic registers. In itself it offers a type of

categorical wildness not familiar to the West.17

In any case, the text appears clearly Vaiqpava here, reminding us with an

echo from the Bhagavad Gı̄ta, that age after age Viqpu incarnates for the sake

of uplifting the world. ‘‘Just as with the boar incarnation, submerged in the

ocean, eon after eon he saves the world. In the same way the lotus eyed lord in

the form of a fish, moving to and fro, stirred up and flooded the city under the

ocean.’’18

Viqpu dives into the ocean, splashing water into the underwater prison

and then morphs into a more battle-ready form, sprouting four arms and his

accustomed retinue of weapons, especially including the discus, and then en-

gages in a battle that lasts one thousand years.19
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The Dark Defiled Body: A Tantric Response to Being Blue

In the battle that ensues, the chivalraic Viqpu saves the Blue Goddess of

Speech. On the one hand, she appears not so distressed by her ordeal; she is

smiling (smita). ‘‘Hari spoke to Sarasvatı̄, who was smiling. She20 sang first the

magical feminine words of the three Taras which are the root of all proce-

dures with mantras. The Goddess with this obtained for us that knowledge. . . .

[Viqpu said,] ‘You have become blue in the middle of the pit of poison, [but]

your limbs are complete and full, and your lotus face is smiling.’ ’’21

Her bondage in the midst of the pit of poison has turned her blue, and in

her own eyes, marred her physical beauty. Whereas before she was white, she

has after this ordeal become blue (nı̄la), that is, dark skinned. Order is indeed

restored, however, with irremediable loss. This is what she regrets and laments

to Viqpu. ‘‘By means of your incarnation as a fish, I am well-protected. There is

no fear whatsoever, and a good outcome has been obtained. However, my shin-

ing form, which was otherwise fair-skinned, has become blue. This causes me

some regret.’’22

Here, her defilement, the humiliation she undergoes, is referenced in the

body. Her blue color signifies the loss of her purity, and it is psychologically

appropriate that she both loses her voice and becomes blue. Here her dark

skin is poignant also because it signals the literal defilement of a rape. She is

deprived of speech—which is, as her name suggests, her own inherent power,

of which she is the original master, she who is the giver of eloquence. On

another level, she becomes also, in this sense, imaged as the dark other. Dark

skin is also a perennial marker for the low caste, the voiceless subaltern. It is no

accident that when she loses her voice, when her language is silenced, she is

figured as the dark skinned, figured as the speechless would be. Metamor-

phosed into the dark-skinned aboriginal, without rights, she is literally gagged

and deprived of speech.

Typically in the Indian context, if a woman is held captive in the house of

another man, it signifies her sexual defilement. The case of Sı̄ta in the Ra-
mayapa is exemplary. She is kidnapped by the demon Ravapa and held forc-

ibly in his home until her husband Rama finally comes to her rescue. In this

context, even though it was public knowledge that the demon Ravapa could

have in no way defiled her, since he had a curse put on him where his head

would shatter if he raped any woman, nevertheless Rama, her husband, rejects

her because of this rule that a woman who lives under another man’s roof

would inevitably be defiled by him. This, of course, assumes that Sı̄ta does not
willingly give in to Ravapa’s advances, which is perhaps, precisely, what Rama
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suspects. Rama makes her endure an ordeal with fire, where she must prove

her purity by immolating herself, and even when she emerges unscathed by

the flames, he still questions her purity. In this well-known episode from the

Ramayapa, Rama, whose character exemplifies the paradigmatic and virtuous

man, is more concerned with his own honor and status in relation to other men

than with the plight of his wife who has been forcibly kidnapped by the enemy.

In this sense, Sı̄ta functions as his property, an object that he can consign to

flames if she does not add to his own sense of status. At times one hears an

apologetic for Rama’s behavior here, which runs, ‘‘Rama himself knew she was

pure, he simply had to prove it to the people around him, to the citizens of his

kingdom.’’ This response actually, however, all the more highlights that Sı̄ta
is merely an object for Rama, that what is key for Rama in this situation is his

own honor in relation to other men, and not the welfare of his wife.

The story we find in the BT offers a striking contrast. Rather than reject

her, instead Viqpu gives an uncommonly down to earth reply to her distress.

‘‘You’re alive! Your ordeal in the pit of poison is ended!’’23 he says, with joy and

relief. He tells her, ‘‘Do not grieve . . . you were dragged by force into this pit of

poison, and so you became blue-skinned. How is it your fault?’’24 He consoles

her loss of fair skin poetically, citing a host of reversals where what is dark

is actually the sign of the good. ‘‘The color blue makes things prosper.’’25 He

tells her:

The color blue makes things prosper; the color blue is indeed a God.

The soft, kind Goddess Savitrı̄, the light of the world, [Kalı̄], is blue

and the ancient teachings in the throat of [the God Siva] are blue.

The great Indra, emperor of the Gods is blue and the rain clouds

which give life to the world are blue. The vault of the sky that gives

space to all living things is blue. The moon which is the source of

light has a blue stain. Even I myself, the abode of virtue [Viqpu], am
blue. What’s wrong with the color blue?26

To shift her out of her dismay, Viqpu offers a litany of positive images of

the color blue. The goddess Kalı̄ is blue, Siva’s dark throat, which became dark

from the stain of the poison he swallowed to save the world, is blue; the king of

heaven, Indra, is blue; the rain clouds that give life to the world are blue; and he

points out that he himself is blue.27 Further, his eulogy on the color blue

skillfully rescripts the responses one might have to her imputed sexual de-

filement, registered in her dark skin. With a kindness that overturns a com-

mon social reaction toward the ‘‘raped’’ or abused woman, he adroitly em-

phasizes that a (sexually) abused woman is not a ‘‘fallen’’ woman, he tells her,

‘‘You were dragged by force into this pit of poison, and so you became blue-
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skinned. How is it your fault?’’ The notion that her dark skin is an imperfection

reflects the socially normative conception of beauty for this time and place—

where fair skin is the norm of beauty. Precisely what this story attempts to

reread is the trope that the fair is beautiful and the dark is not.

And as if to emphasize that this is the proper ethical treatment of women,

Viqpu at one point in the text addresses her as Lakqmı̄ (BT 11.84), the name of

his own wife, suggesting in this case the contrast to the similar motif of the

captured wife Sı̄ta in the Ramayapa, who was in that tale an incarnation of the

goddess Lakqmı̄.28 In contrast, in this incarnation, however, he is more con-

cerned about the welfare of the goddess than about either the loss of his honor

or the loss of her unsullied white skin.

The British Response to Being Blue

In the context of this violence toward women, Viqpu’s response is exactly

what the British response was not. Sharpe notes that British discourse around

the rape of women could not countenance a life after rape. The woman must

choose death over defilement and those who did not were not readily admitted

back into British society.29

Much of the reporting of the Indian mutiny focused upon the rape and

mutilation of English women’s bodies. The atrocity against English woman-

hood circulated as the sign of superior British civilization, that is, as the rhe-

torical establishment of British power in the agonistic encounter with Indian

soldiers. In this struggle, women, and as Sharpe notes, especially women’s

bodies—and, we may add here, women as bodies, that is, women as objects—

functioned to displace the fear of violence against men onto women as the

property of men, in effect distancing the anxiety by transferring it to the

woman as object. A consequence of this was that the woman-as-object could

no longer have a life after she was no longer the proper property of the English

male. Thus, after rape (or before rape to prevent it), the woman (at least in

discourse, that is, textually) had to commit suicide.30

Sharpe cites in particular the case of the daughter of a general, Miss

Wheeler, who was captured with several of her companions in the battle at

Cawnpore during the 1857 mutiny. In this story, which was reported through-

out the press in a variety of versions at the time, and even enacted in play-

houses across England, this young woman exhibited exemplary bravery as

she slew several of her attackers, but in the end, she could not live with de-

filement. In each of the several versions she commits suicide in order to avoid

defilement.
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That this sensational story was disproved some years later—Miss Wheeler

had instead gone off and cohabited with her Muslim captors—emphasizes the

notion of woman as image, a rhetorical fiction bandied about in the contem-

porary discourse for political effects. However, as discursive image, the con-

trasts Viqpu’s response to the defiled woman in the BT’s myth provides are

profound.

Alterity: The Color Purple and the Color Blue

The BT’s story proposes an alternative response to a woman who is defiled,

apart from her banishment or her death. This I suggest derives from a subtle

scripting of woman in this text, which does not see her as male property. As

property, the logical outcome of her defilement is death. However, in this tale,

she is a subject in her own right, not merely property to be discarded when it no

longer carries social value, and Viqpu is really simply happy to see her alive. On

the one hand, Viqpu does not compound her chagrin by laying the blame at her

feet (something our society frequently does—‘‘her clothes were too sugges-

tive’’); on the other hand, as we saw, he consoles her with examples of virtuous

representations of dark skin, including his own dark form. Indeed, ‘‘the clouds

which give life to the world (as water) are blue. The vault of the sky which opens

up space for all living beings is blue,’’ and so on.31

A nice analogy from a Western context might be Alice Walker’s The Color

Purple.32 Purple reflects the dark skin of the African American reflected

through the prism of the beauty of purple in all of nature. In both these stories

a woman is defiled and in both she passes through the ordeal with a sense of

self as subject. And, in both, this passage through violence rescripts a nor-

mative social coding of values, to reclaim the dark as profound beauty, and as a

beauty that is bigger than social codifications of beauty. The beauty of blue and

purple pervade everywhere in the vistas of natural life, in flowers, in the sky, in

the clouds, and this darkness, which is life itself, and can in no way be really

ever defiled.

What’s salient in these two panegyrics of dark things is the rescripting of

the dark, the defiled self into a perspective that recognizes its inherent beauty,

despite defilement. Form signals the trace of defilement and violation, and this

eloquent and vast rescripting of darkness should alert us to the recognition of

the pain of defilement. But especially here it references a way of accepting that

which is fallible or defiled, the marginalized, the not entirely powerful or not

powerful enough, and the imperfect and stained body.
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Viqpu ends with a moving ‘‘You are alive!’’ The loss of her fair skin is, after

all, only skin deep. It does not touch the core of her being. The narrator then

concludes, ‘‘So since that time, she has been known throughout the world as

the ‘Blue Goddess of Speech,’ She who gives liberation.’’33

Her speech revives, with this the world can start speaking again. The

Brahmins remember their mantras for the sacred rites and the gods receive

their offerings. The world comes back to order. The story of her ordeal, how-

ever, makes graphic the point that without her speech, no one can, in fact,

speak.

On another level however, the story’s conclusion suggests that her ordeal

is not simply all loss. When her speech revives, it does so upon a new and

deeper level, etched upon her body with the experience of an irremediable loss.

Her beautiful fair form is gone forever, but she herself becomes a more pow-

erful goddess, capable of giving liberation. Evocatively, the text suggests that

she can give liberation perhaps precisely because she herself has lost the il-

lusory hold onto a static, mirror-perfect identity. Her own identity has been

irreparably fractured. With the loss of her fair, beautiful skin color, she can no

longer maintain the fiction of outward perfection and this knowledge is in a

profound sense freeing, liberating. Perhaps it is this enlightenment, her own

newfound liberating awareness of her identity, which moves beyond a notion

of a ‘‘skin-deep beauty’’—the limited identity of herself tied to her beautiful fair

skin—that makes her a goddess capable of giving liberation to others, that is,

passing on this knowledge and freedom of identity to others.

In this case the text offers its own answer to the question of whether

the defiled, violated woman34 can speak. It proposes an image of woman that

counters both the satı̄ and the Miss Wheelers of the British Empire. It offers a

vision of woman who regains her voice.
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Conclusion

We began this book with two alternative visions of a woman danc-

ing. While the Samkhya portrait of nature as woman dances for the

sake of the male as spirit, in contrast, the Renowned Goddess of

Desire, the Goddess Kamakhya on the Blue Hill dances for her own

pleasure. This Goddess at Kamakhya is called Maha-Maya; literally,
she is the master of this illusion we call the world. The image she

offers allows us to imagine an idea of woman as her own master,

master of her body and her dance. With this book, I bring to the fore-

front alternative representations of women in Tantra, representa-

tions that upset business as usual and offer a greater diversity of pos-

sibilities for the ways we can imagine women.

I present images of women that contest the dominant and more

normative portraits of women that we find in Tantra. I look at attitudes

toward women and I look at representations of goddesses. I have

drawn from ritual prescriptions, from philosophical statements, and

from myth to offer these alternative images. We have progressed

through women as gurus, to the woman on top, to the wife as the ritual

partner in the rite of sexual union, to the Blue Goddess giving birth

to bodied magical speech, to the abduction and silencing of the Blue

Goddess of Speech. These varied representations, like a prism, re-

flect a multiplicity of facets, each in their partial refractions offering a

multidimensional proliferation of windows into the idea of woman.

What I have done through this study especially is to shift focus so

that we understand that the portrait(s) of women we encounter in



Tantric texts is indeed multifaceted. These alternative images of women are

useful because they expand our horizons. Especially the uncommon inflections

that we find in these representations of women offer other possibilities for the

ways we can imagine women.

Thus, one of the obvious points my reader may take away from this study

is that Tantra is by no means monolithic. More than this, though, my purpose

here has been twofold. On the one hand, I have pointed to the places where we

might find challenges contesting women’s images and rescripting women’s

identities. Representations that move away from construing women as objects

for male gain particularly work in this way to reconfigure women’s roles, to

present women in the role of subject, and these images come to the fore in

chapter 1. On the other hand, I hope to offer with this study a way of thinking

about images of women that will allow us to reflect upon the very categories

that direct us and limit us in our discussions of women.

With this second purpose in view, throughout this study my overarching

hermeneutic framework has been to locate these alternative images of women

within the parameters of speech and representation. What does it mean to read

talk about women in books written by men several centuries ago, and what

does it mean for us to talk about women who lived centuries ago, when these

women are themselves silent? In each of the chapters I reflect upon the issues

involved in representing women, how representation of women is intertwined

with women’s ability, or not, to speak and how women’s bodies are represented

in their speech. Thus throughout this book the theme that has guided our

journey has been a return to the question of speech, speech about women, and

the implication of women’s bodies in this speech.

With this I should make it clear again that the images of women I focus

on here present only one element within the texts consulted. Typical of much

Tantric literature, we find here a bricolage of ritual prescriptions, encoded

mantras, and stories. These texts tell us, for instance, how to worship at the

crossroads, or how to read the omens when the wild jackals eat the meat

offering of the sacrificial animal. We find the revelation of secret mantras,

frequently in code language, and all of this intermixed with stories of the gods

and goddesses. Topics shift abruptly, at times without even a sentence intro-

ducing the new topic. One mostly finds neither a clear narrative nor a clear

progression of thought through most of these texts. In my readings of these

texts, however, I have especially brought to the forefront elements offering

alternative images of women because their very presence gives us pause, and

causes us to reconsider the dominant portraits of Hinduism. These alternative

voices allow us to expand our understanding, both in terms of the complex

variety that Tantra offers, and in terms of the complexity of images of women.

144 renowned goddess of desire



Perhaps we may best approach this complexity of diverse refracted images

of women in this Tantric milieu, this prism of images, by looking with a

sideways glance, what Slavoj Zizek calls ‘‘looking awry.’’ Drawing from Sha-

kespeare’s Richard II, he presents the metaphor of the eye, with its tears as a

faceted glass offering a multiplicity of images. This eye ‘‘divides one thing

entire to many objects; | Like perspectives, which rightly gaz’d upon | show

nothing but confusion; ey’d awry distinguish form.’’ In his analysis of this

passage, Zizek suggests that looking straightforwardly at an object often

misleads us. ‘‘If we look at a thing straight on, i.e., matter-of-factly, disinter-

estedly, objectively, we see nothing but a formless spot; the object assumes

clear and distinctive features only if we look at it ‘at an angle.’ ’’1 He continues

in a different direction than ours, but for our purposes here, I would suggest

that by ‘‘eyeing awry,’’ that is by looking at the complexity of perspectives these

texts offer through bringing to the fore elements that disturb our habitual

portrait of women in Tantra, we can see more than a mere formless spot. (And

here if we follow the analogy to our context of the study of Tantra, it may not be

too far off to suggest that a view where women serve primarily as objects for

male gains indeed renders them as a mere ‘‘formless spot.’’) In other words,

through allowing our gaze to fall upon these alternative views of women, we

can begin to reconceptualize the category of ‘‘woman.’’

This reconceptualization of women begins with Parvatı̄’s question to her

husband Siva, on whether a woman also worships in the Tantric rite. She asks

him whether women, like men, also act as agents and subjects, and like men,

act to gain the goal of liberation. The question itself insinuates women in the

place of subjectivity, as agents in Tantric rites. The ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ a particular
practice centered on women, works also to this end in shifting attitudes to-

ward women, enjoining its practitioners to respect the wishes of women and

their sovereignty over their bodies. With this, we saw how the texts that present

this practice also exhibit images of women in roles where we usually do not

find them, as guru and as skilled practitioner. In this light, Parvatı̄’s question
also offers us the image of a woman speaking and claiming a subjectivity for

women as a group, through pointing to their role in Tantric praxis with her

question.

In the construction of women as practitioners of Tantra, the idea that

women have a connection with language plays a focal role. Key in the image of

women as venerable is their special facility with the magical speech of man-

tras; women can perfect magical speech, effortlessly. This skill is a crucial in-

gredient in the shift in attitudes toward women. I suspect that it is precisely

this representation of women—as having a facility with magical speech—that

makes themmore akin to Brahmins, the traditional wielders ofmagical speech,
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than to the Sudra servant caste, where women have otherwise been traditionally

classed.

Thus, women are linked to speech, though not ordinary speech, but rather

speech in its more powerful, primordial form as mantra. In this sense, women

are not located outside of speech, but have a special skill with a particular form

of language; they are intimately connected with its secret magical form. It is

also suggestive, and likely not mere coincidence, that the chief result that

comes from the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ this practice centered on women, is that it gives

the gift of eloquence in speech.

Chapter 4 as well takes up this theme of the connection between women

and magical speech. Women’s connections with magical speech follow a ho-

mology connecting their speech both with the body and with the notion of

speech as performative. Women’s speech is performative and bodied, and in

this sense it operates like the magical speech of mantras, which is also per-

formative, and as we saw here, bodied. In this chapter we also stepped outside

the purview of the texts studied here to draw from other examples of women’s

speech similarly classed as connected with the body and with ideas of perfor-

mativity. Thus in these texts’ representations of women and the feminine, their

bodies are intertwined with their abilities to speak.

The representation of women’s bodies also plays a part in the depictions of

Tantric rites, and attitudes toward the body at times reflect attitudes toward

women as well, as we saw in the linkage between a rejection of asceticism and

Vasiqtha’s espousal of the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice.’’ What the textual sources depict-

ing the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ a practice associated with Kamakhya, also show us are

alternative attitudes toward women, including a discourse enjoining respect

for ordinary women, including recognition of women’s bodies as their own

and a postulation of women’s subjectivity. Just as the goddess at Kamakhya,
the Renowned Goddess of Desire displays her subjectivity and mastery over

her own body, so the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ suggests a discourse offering respect to-

ward women and their bodies.

We saw also that representations of women shift in different depictions of

Tantric rites, especially in the rite of sexual union, which has become a noto-

rious element of Tantric practice. The topic of the Tantric rite of sexual union

is a politically charged one, on many different fronts, and I think it important

to locate this discussion of this rite within a context of what it means to talk

about these issues. Both for us today and for our late medieval writers as well,

the ways we talk about sexuality and women’s bodies frame and anticipate the

very possibilities that then function to determine women’s identities. For this

reason chapter 2 especially takes time to frame the problems and issues in-

volved in representing, in ‘‘talking,’’ about women’s bodies and the sexuality
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associated with women’s bodies. What we take from this is that there is more

than one version of the rite and thus, more than one template for under-

standing how the representation of women’s bodies may function.

The final myth we address, on how the Blue Goddess of Speech turns blue,

brings to light the interconnections between violence and the loss of speech.

Literally, the abduction of the Goddess of Speech takes away her power—as

woman—to speak. In this portrait we might read her as narratively enacting

woman as voiceless subaltern, and, yet, a further repercussion of her abduction

emphasizes that the loss of her speech is not just her problem, but a problem

that affects the entire community. When she is abducted, the whole world

becomes mute as well in the face of this violence. What we saw with this loss of

speech especially is that this loss becomes indelibly imprinted upon her body,

literally turning her permanently blue. With this we find again the link be-

tween women’s speech and their bodies.

This fifth chapter focuses explicitly on the Blue Goddess’s loss of speech,

though this goddess appears throughout our exploration of speech about

women and by women. The Blue Goddess of Speech both bodily literalizes

women’s relationship to speech and exemplifies these alternative and complex

images of women that we saw in these textual representations. This Blue God-

dess, who is assimilated to the fierce and independent goddesses Tara and Kalı̄,
is also frail and unfortunate enough to be abducted and held captive in a de-

monic underwater prison. This Blue Goddess is the source of human power to

represent; she is the goddess within whom all language resides, so that when

she is kidnapped, the world becomes mute. She creates the world through

language, and bodily so, she gives birth to female magical speech (vidya) out of
her own body. She is also the tutelary deity, along with Kalı̄ and Tara, of the
special ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ centered around women, which, as we saw, is a practice

that gives eloquence in speech. She is an independent goddess, and yet apart

from her assimilation to Kalı̄, she is not so fierce, even as one visualizes her

wrapped with a variety of multicolored snakes. Who then is the Blue Goddess

of Speech? She is, as the Great Blue Tantra (BT) frequently glosses her name,

‘‘Maha-Maya,’’ the Renowned Goddess of Desire, assimilated to Kamakhya, the
Goddess on the Blue Hill, the ‘‘Goddess who is the Master of this Illusion we

call the world,’’ who, through her capacity to proliferate language, allows us to

refashion our world.
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Appendix 1

Sources, Other Tantras, and Historical Context

With this book, I have presented a case study of women and goddesses

in Tantra. Throughout I have argued for a more nuanced assess-

ment of the complexity of Tantric attitudes toward women. With

this appendix I offer background information on a variety of Tantric

texts to help flesh out a more comprehensive picture of the texts

used for this study as well as for other Tantric texts I did not use.

With this I give detailed information on the sources used for this

study and I compare these sources with other Tantric texts. I dis-

cuss some of the differences we find among particular Tantric texts,

specifically as they pertain to representations of women.

Also, looking at the history of Assam in particular and the

wider cultural images of women for medieval Assam may help to

explain some of the particular attitudes toward women we find in

this group of texts. Thus, after addressing the sources, in the sec-

ond part of this appendix I address the historical context, particu-

larly with a view to women and attitudes toward women.

As it may become apparent from the discussion below, my survey

of the literature guided me to an observation that helped to shape

the contours of the sources eventually used. That is, the group of texts

used cohered in terms of regional affiliation and dating, and, im-

portantly, in a particular message about women that they offer. Not

all texts from this region and this period espoused the attitudes to-

ward women found in this group. And while the group of texts

here would all probably merit the designation ‘‘left-handed,’’ not all



‘‘left-handed’’ texts from this region and period, nor ‘‘left-handed’’ texts from

other regions and periods, provided the attitudes toward women found in the

group used here. Also, we tend to find the attitudes I discuss here in later texts,

after the sixteenth century. And while it is not the case that all later texts re-

flect the attitudes I have pointed out in this study, nevertheless, it is the case that

one does not find these attitudes in earlier texts. Moreover, my survey revealed

that texts that enjoined the use of women as a consort for the rite of sexual union

were not uniform and that the presence of women as partners in the rite of

sexual union did not necessarily coincide with an attitude toward women that

offered respect for women, nor preclude simply using women for male gains.

The texts I did use offered evidence in this other direction. Especially

important in my estimation was evidence of a shift to revering women as a

category, and separate from the rite of ritual union, along with a systemati-

zation of this practice to the degree that it merits a special name. Consequently,

this study is a case study; it does not make broad general claims about attitudes

toward women in Tantra as a whole. It deals only with a group of texts, which

are valuable in the very striking images they offer of women and attitudes

toward women.

Since much of the detail here may be of interest to the specialist, but

perhaps not to the general reader, I have included this as an appendix rather

than as a chapter within the book.

Dating and Placing the Sources and Their

Relation to Other Tantric Texts

I am presenting here again the list of primary texts I draw from, which are also

listed in the introduction. All these texts are published; none are manuscripts.

The main source I draw from for this study is: (1) Brhannı̄la Tantra (BT)—

‘‘Great Blue Tantra,’’ a 256-page text based in part on an earlier and shorter

published version entitled the Nı̄la Tantra (NT), ‘‘Blue Tantra.’’1 I draw most of

the myths I discuss from this text. The other texts I draw from are:

2. Cı̄nacara Tantra (CT)

3. Gandharva Tantra (GT)

4. Gupta Sadhana Tantra (GST)

5. Maya Tantra (MT)

6. Nı̄lasarasvatı̄ Tantra (NST)

7. Phetkaripı̄ Tantra (PhT)

8. Yoni Tantra (YT)2

150 appendix 1



Sources for the BT

The primary text used for this study, the Brhannı̄la Tantra (BT) has not yet been
the object of much scholarly attention. In appendix 2 I supply a synopsis of its

contents. The text I work with is an edition published by Butala and Co. in Delhi

in 1984, which is a reprint of a 1941 edition, which, in turn, was published in

Srinagar and edited in Kashmir by the Kashmiri scholar, Madhusudan Kaul.

This published 1984 reprint of the 1941 edition, coming to 256 pages of San-

skrit, is based on one manuscript and a Bengali-published edition of the Ka-
makhya and Other Tantras in Bengali script published by Rasikmohan Chatto-

padhyaya in 1877–84, which includes the Nı̄la Tantra (NT) mentioned by

Goudriaan.3 The text is titled the Brhannnı̄la Tantra, ‘‘Great Blue Tantra,’’ how-

ever the text itself in the colophon refers to itself simply as theNı̄la Tantra, ‘‘Blue

Tantra.’’ The BT appears to be an expanded edition of an earlier NT, however the

extant published version of the NT (published in 1965–66, in samvat 2022 by

Kalyan Mandir in Prayag/Allahabad with the Sanskrit text edited and with a

Hindi introduction by Bhadrasheel Sharma) appears to have also derived from

an earlier, different version of the NT. This published version of the NT is not

onlymuch shorter than the published version of the BT (approximately one-fifth

the size of the BT) it also has some material not in the BT. Both texts, however,

contain a common core element that includes the discourse on treating women

with respect. For instance, both relate the special ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ described in

chapter 2, where there are no rules of time or place and where women are

venerated and should never be harmed or lied to (NT, p. 28, lines 14–16; BT

8.90f.). Numerous verses with minor variations occur in both; some examples,

for instance, BT 6.80 corresponds to NT p. 28, lines 21–22; and similarly, BT

6.88 corresponds to NT p. 28, lines 26–27; BT 7.88–89b corresponds, with

minor variations, to NT p. 36, lines 6–9. And both contain the signature verse

‘‘women are Gods, women are the life-breath’’ (BT 6.75b; 8.90; NT p. 28, lines

15–16). On the other hand, there are some differences. For instance, with regards

to the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ the BT offers an attitude not commonly foundwhen it says,

‘‘And here in this great Kalı̄ Practice, in fact, there is no need even to think about

the guru.’’4 Near absolute reverence for the guru is a core, fundamental ele-

ment of nearly all Tantric paths, and the extant NT does not step outside this

boundary. The BT, on the other hand, even as it also includes a great deal of

praise for the guru in other parts of the text, is remarkable in this one line.

S. C. Banerji also mentions a version of the NT that appears to be different

from both of these published versions. The version he mentions contains

twenty-two chapters rather than the twelve chapters of the published version of
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the NT or the twenty-four chapters of the published version of the BT. He does

not list this NT in his bibliography, though he does list the published version of

the BT that I use, which, however, does not correspond to the contents of the

NT that Banerji outlines. He unfortunately only gives a very brief sketch of

each of the chapters in his version of the NT, which makes it not entirely

possible to ascertain the contents of his version of the NT. Nevertheless, he

mentions some elements that can also be found in the BT, though his version

of the NT does not correspond to the published version of the BT, since his

descriptions of the contents, chapter by chapter, differ substantially. As a pre-

cise instance of a divergence, Banerji notes NT 19.2–5 and NT 21.20–22 as

citing a list of other Tantras; these verses are not present in the BT version.5

I would suggest that the BT, in any case, was likely modified to some de-

gree from earlier recensions titled the NT, even as much was also retained.

This is evidenced in part, as I discuss below, by the fact that Brahmananda Giri

in the sixteenth century quotes only from the NT, whereas the Sanskrit writer,

Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya, writing his Prapatoqipı̄ in 1820, mentions the BT, the

NT, and another text called the Mahanı̄la Tantra.6

The major Western libraries that own a copy of the BT (for instance,

the University of Pennsylvania and the University of Chicago) own the 1984

reprint. Only the Niedersachsische Staats-und Universitatsbibliothek owns a

copy of the 1941 edition.7 Interestingly, the catalog documentation for the 1941

version of the BT lists the Mahanirvapa Tantra as an alternate title for the BT,

apparently confusing the two texts. This confusion is interesting because the

BT takes a decidedly different position than the Mahanirvapa Tantra, which,

on the whole, tends to be conservative. And further, the conservatism of the

Mahanirvapa Tantra may be traced to the political agenda of its likely author,

Hariharanandanatha. Considering his capacity as an associate and guru of the

extremely influential Bengali RamMohun Roy, one may read his text as at least

in part a response to British presence in northeast India.8 The confusion, in

conjunction with the evidence given below, may suggest also a late date for BT

and a likely northeastern Indian provenance. Including the 1984 reprint and

the 1941 publication of the BT, recensions of this text have been published five

times. For a list of editions before the volume used here, see Teun Goudriaan

and Sanjukta Gupta’s excellent bibliographic study of the Tantras.9

Where Are These Texts From?

Keeping in mind that very few Tantric texts give irrefutable evidence of place

and, further, that many Tantric texts are compilations that might in fact span
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a variety of authors and places, nevertheless, several factors suggest a north-

eastern Indian locale for these texts. One primary factor, which I took as ex-

ternal evidence of a northeastern presence, was the existence of manuscripts

and published editions of nearly all of these texts in Bengali script, and along

with this, a Calcutta publication venue. A good number of the texts consulted

here were published earlier, in Bengali script, by Rasikmohan Chattopadhyaya

between 1877 and 188410 in Calcutta. S. C. Banerji also suggests a northeastern

provenance, and specifically Bengal for the NT, though his version of the NT

seems to differ from the BT consulted here. I have also relied upon Goudriaan

and Gupta’s survey of Tantric literature, particularly in terms of the school

groupings he makes, as an indication of regional affiliation. All but one of the

texts used in this study are at least briefly mentioned in Goudriaan and Gupta’s

study.11

Internally, the recurring mention of Kamakhya in Assam as a preeminent

site for worship and pilgrimage suggests a northeastern Indian location (i.e.,

BT 14.1–2; BT 5.69–73). This mention of Kamakhya (or alternatively Kamar-

upa) is often not in conjunction with the famous list of four sacred goddess

sites, Oddiyana, Jalandhara, Purpagiri, and Kamarupa, which is characteristic

of early Tantras. While this is not conclusive evidence—it is possible that

Kamakhya could be venerated from afar—nevertheless, it more likely indicates

this region than elsewhere.

And of course, two of the three primary forms of the goddess the text

dwells on, Taripı̄ and Kalı̄, are also particularly well known to be associated

historically with northeastern India. Gudrun Buhnemann also cites the as-

similation and equation of the goddess Nı̄lasarasvatı̄ with Tara, noting Ti-

betan Buddhist influence for the iconography of these two deities.12 David

Kinsley also notes Tibetan influence for Hindu forms of the goddess Tara.13 In
this context we might also appropriately mention that the preeminence as-

signed to Tara in these texts, especially in the BT, the NST, and the CT likely

suggests some degree of influence from Tibetan Buddhism.

The BT, the NST, and the CT, like the YT, appear to favor Viqpu over the god

Siva in their narratives.14 This offers additional support for a northeastern In-

dian provenance. For example, the BT (5.57ff.) gives instructions for worshiping

the goddess with sandalwood paste and then concludes by enjoining offerings

to the goddess and Hari (Viqpu). The text here employs a pervasive Vaiqpavite
terminology in explaining the results of this worship: that is, attainment of

proximity to Viqpu (Harisayujyatam). Particularly compelling also is the fact that

in the tale in the eleventh chapter of the BT, which tells the story of how the

Goddess of Speech, Sarasvatı̄, came to have a dark skin, it is the god Viqpu who

plays the primary role in rescuing the goddess and defeating the demons.
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The connection of the goddess with Viqpu is frequently associated with

northeastern India and the Bengal region. Schoterman notes this coupling in

his discussion of the YT, and, like the YT, which has a marked affiliation with

Kamakhya, the BT also follows this pattern with both a priority given to Ka-
makhya and greater attention and importance accorded to Viqpu. The BT is, on

the other hand, a much larger text than the YT, roughly fifteen times the size of

the YT, and deals with a greater variety of material; however, the consistency

with which it deals with (1) the three goddesses, Nı̄lasarasvatı̄, Kalı̄, and Taripı̄,
and (2) ‘‘left-handed’’ transgressive rites suggests a similar regional affiliation

and dating.15 A minor phonological point that may be evidence as well sug-

gesting the northeast of India is the spelling of the demon Nisumbha as

Nisumbha, shifting the ‘‘sh’’ into a ‘‘s,’’ and vice versa, spelling Vasiqtha as

Vasiqtha, replacing the ‘‘s’’ with a ‘‘sh.’’ This reversal is a commonplace pho-

nological shift that occurs in the Northeast.

Internally, some elements in the BT particularly suggest an origin in As-

sam. The myth I discuss in chapter 4, found in chapter 12 of the BT, where the

gods flee to the mountains in response to the invasion and takeover by demons

was the usual response of Assamese kings to invasions of their kingdoms. This

occurred especially in response to Muslim invaders, such as the invasion of Mir

Jumla in the mid seventeenth century, who did not know the landscape so well

as the indigenous Assamese. However, it also occurred with even indigenous

kings such as the Ahom king Khora Raja, who in the 1560s fled from the Koch

king Naranarayan to the Naga hills.16

Similarly, the imprisonment of the Blue Goddess of Speech in a watery

prison, discussed in chapter 5 above, is another element that would be familiar

to an Assamese writer and reader, given its frequent flooding during the long

monsoon season. Also, the sol fish, which Sarma describes in his discussion

of medieval Assamese food, may correspond to the sala fish mentioned in

BT 5.53.17 Similarly, the fifteenth chapter of the BT describes a variety of holy

places in a mountainous and hilly region, which is not the Himalayas (15.4),

with reference to Kamakhya throughout, again suggesting Assam.

Additionally, we might note that the BT appears to know about a myth we

find in the tenth chapter of the YogT, where the goddess orders the three gods,

Brahma, Viqpu, and Rudra to work out the scheme of creation. A version of

this myth appears in BT 12.16–29a. This also may suggest that both works

derive from a similar locale, and since we know for certain that the YogT comes

from Assam, it supports the suggestion of Assam for the BT.

The GT, on the other hand, likely derives from a slightly different prove-

nance than the other texts used here, though most of the early published

versions come from the Bengal region.18 I suggest this because it incorporates
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a number of elements from the Srı̄ Vidya tradition, which may suggest a prov-

enance further west, perhaps Varanasi, which it mentions. The fact that it also

incorporates elements of the practices we find in the other texts used for this

study tends to make a south Indian provenance for the GT less conceivable,

though it does not rule it out.

Regarding the YT, Schoterman presents compelling evidence for Kama-
khya as the provenance of the YT,19 along with connections between the YT

and the Yoginı̄ Tantra (YogT),20 a text that, in its second half, comprises a geo-

graphical panegyric of shrines associated with the landscape of this region.

We also find that the YT is also explicitly mentioned in the NT21 and the

YogTmentions both the PhT and the Nı̄la Tantra (NT) (in YogT 3:30). The NST

contains several sections identical to those in the BT, as does the GST; the BT

gives a version of a myth similar to that of the YogT. The YogT does not offer

the same attitudes toward women as the texts consulted here, as I discuss

below; however, its fairly definitive dating and placement in sixteenth-century

Assam can help us to place these other texts in terms of dating and location.

The network of references, which the texts analyzed for this study present with

one another, along with content reproduced from text to text, suggests a his-

torical affinity among these texts, along with a reproduction of common ideas

across these texts. Here, again, we should note that these texts, especially the

BT, which is quite long, offer a variety of practices and that the elements I

emphasize do not occur in every chapter of the BT, only in some. In addition,

that the texts diverge on specific points, such as the observance of caste reg-

ulations, while maintaining a common stance on women, suggests various au-

thors and a generally accepted notion among them of the particular attitudes

toward women associated with the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice.’’

When Were They Written?

Dating Tantric texts is a notoriously difficult enterprise, not the least so be-

cause most Tantric texts are likely compilations spanning an extended period

of time and with multiple authors. In this case, nearly all of the texts used here

have been assigned relatively late dates in Goudriaan and Gupta’s compre-

hensive survey of Tantric texs, History of Indian Literature: Hindu Tantric and

Sakta Literature. The PhT appears to be somewhat earlier and one of the texts

consulted here, the Nı̄lasarasvatı̄ Tantra (NST), is not mentioned in Goudriaan

and Gupta’s work.

The version of the NST that I have was published in 1999 by Chaukamba

Surbharati Press in Varanasi, and I first became aware of it when I discovered
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it in the library at the temple in Kamakhya. This text contains the Sanskrit text
of the NST with a Hindi translation and introduction. The Hindi introduction

to the text provides an interesting discussion of the goddesses Tara and Nı̄la-

sarasvatı̄, equating them, as does the BT. It also provides information for the

spiritual aspirant interested in pursuing the sadhana outlined in the NST, but

little information regarding the textual sources for the published volume of the

NST, except to mention help from other scholars in the preparation of this text

for publication. S. N. Khandelwal, the text’s translator, also mentions in the

introduction that some pages of the text were found in Bengali script (7),

suggesting some affinity to the northeast region. I also very briefly, in chapter

2, mention a rite in found in the Sarvavijayi Tantra, which is explicitly a rite

that a woman performs. This tantra almost exclusively focuses on the use of

herbs in spells, and is also not mentioned by Goudriaan and Gupta.

My reasons for concurring with Goudriaan and Gupta’s dating are as fol-

lows. To begin with, stylistic similarities between these several texts, along with

verses and similar content reproduced across texts suggest that many of the

texts were produced in somewhat similar environments and are likely chron-

ologically relatively close to one another. Further, based upon dates given for

the YT and the YogT,22 and based upon stylistic considerations, a later date is

more likely for this group of texts, probably between the fifteenth and eigh-

teenth centuries. Goudriaan and Gupta give the date for the YogT as the latter

part of the sixteenth century and as the YogTmentions by name the NT and the

PhT, it makes sense to expand the time period to only as early as the fifteenth

century, at least perhaps for some of the early recensions of the NT (which are

likely later incorporated into the BT), though much of the BT likely dates later

than this.

The sixteenth-century author Brahmananda Giri also cites twice the NT,

which likely refers to one of the early recensions of the text. That the sixteenth-

century Brahmananda Giri cites the NT, but not the BT, suggests that the BT

was compiled after the NT, though we should keep in mind that the BT in its

own colophon calls itself the NT. And, we should also keep in mind, as I men-

tion below, that the later nineteenth-century Ramatoqapa cites both the BT and

the NT.

Narasimha’s Tarabhaktisudharpava (TBS) written approximately in the

third quarter of the seventeenth century, quotes from the NT, again, which is

likely the shorter version that forms the source for the BT. The TBS cites its

source as the NT, and we find the verses that the TBS quotes in the BT,

however, the TBS quotes directly from the BT only partially, and the rest of the

quote only loosely approximates BT 7.135ff., again suggesting that the BT de-

rives from an earlier source text that was also titled the NT.23 A number of
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other authors, including the fifteenth- or sixteenth-century Sarvananda in his

Sarvollasa Tantra, also cite the NT, which suggests that at least some version of

the NT existed as early as the fifteenth or sixteenth century.24

Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya mentions by name both the BT and the NT in

several places, for instance, when he discusses the worship of the guru and the

lineage, when he discusses the incorporation of both Vedic and Tantric forms

of the sandhya rites, and similarly when he discusses the kumarı̄ puja.25 He

cites these two texts separately in different places and the fact that he distin-

guishes between the two texts suggests that by the early nineteenth century

they formed two separate works. While he does not give specific citations for

his quotes from various texts, several of the quotes he gives appear in the

BT. He also occasionally cites a Mahanı̄la Tantra, which is not referenced

elsewhere.

This dating is corroborated also by textual references within the BT, the

CT, the YT, and the NST to Vaiqpavism, especially as a code of social behavior,

which would have likely become more in evidence after the sixteenth-century

revival of Vaiqpavism in Assam by Saxkaradeva and Caitanya in the Bengal

region. Goudriaan and Gupta note the phenomenon of Kalı̄-Viqpu Tantras that

takes place in the sixteenth century as a result of a Vaiqpava revival, which he

relates to the figure of the sixteenth-century Bengali Caitanya.26 In this case,

however, we could also equally look to the Vaiqpava revival in Assam with

Saxkaradeva’s movement.

While the BT tends mostly to not reference other texts, it does, in fact, in its

first chapter and in chapter 14 refer to the Kalı̄ Tantra,27 to which Goudriaan

and Gupta attest a later date, again placing the date of the BT as later.28 Banerji

notes that the NT lists several other Tantras including the Bhairava, YT, Guru,

Kulacara, GST, Nirvapa, D
_
amara, and numerous others, however, the citation

he offers is not found in the extant, published BT.29

The BT as well recounts a myth that may refer to the short period of

Muslim rule in Assam in the third quarter of the seventeenth century (BT

12.35ff.). This myth tells of the abduction of the Goddess of Speech, and a

subsequent takeover by demons that causes an abrogation of brahminical

sacrificial rites. The myth suggests an invasion and it may be possible to relate

this to the first successful Muslim invasion of Assam by Nawab Mir Jumla in

1662, during which Mir Jumla’s stated intentions, according to his secretary,

Shihabuddin Talish, were for ‘‘rooting out idolatry and spreading Islam.’’30

This would then give a later date for the BT, after the end of Assamese-Moghul

conflicts in 1682, thus dating this part of the text to the late seventeenth or

early eighteenth century. Although this evidence could also apply to other ar-

eas in the northeast region, the scenario fits well with the Assamese situation,
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even to the extent that the gods in the myth are compelled to flee to the moun-

tains, which is precisely the recurrent pattern we find with the Assamese

Hindu kings in the case of invasions. Further, when Mir Jumla conquered

Assam, he exhumed graves in order to pilfer them of gold, which might easily

have been construed by Assamese Brahmins as a ‘‘demonic’’ practice, espe-

cially if we consider that by the late seventeenth century Brahmins were em-

ployed by and held in esteem in greater numbers by the Ahom court and would

have likely seen Mir Jumla’s invasion as affecting their interests more per-

sonally than they might have earlier when they had less power in the state

machinery. This would again be also accentuated by Mir Jumla’s stated in-

tentions, as I noted above, for ‘‘rooting out idolatry and spreading Islam.’’31

Interestingly also, and perhaps useful in terms of dating this group of texts

as a movement, the Kalikapurapa is both clearly associated with Kamakhya and
contains numerous references to the transgressive ‘‘left-handed’’ rites. How-

ever, it differs from the texts I used for this study in two important respects: (1)

it has been fairly definitively dated to a much earlier time period than that of

the group of texts used here, to not later than the eleventh century,32 and (2) it

does not contain the view of women promulgated by the texts I use for this

study, nor to the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ again suggesting a later date for the group of

texts I reference. I discuss the Kalikapurapa in more detail below.

Thus, to summarize, we could likely date the BT, the NST, the YT, and the

CT after Caitanya, or Saxkaradeva who died in 1568. This might help explain

the prominence of Viqpu rather than Siva in these texts. Similarly, if we in-

terpret the incident in the myth where Brahmins flee the land, unable to

perform rites (because the words have been kidnapped) as an analog for an

invasion of a king who stifled brahminical rites, it may be possible to attribute

this to the period after the successful recovery of Kamarupa by the Ahoms after

1682. The GST is stylistically very similar to the BT and the NST and likely

comes from the same region and period. Further, Goudriaan and Gupta also

note that the inclusion of Tara as a goddess tends to locate a text in Bengal and

the northeastern region and with a relatively late date.33 While the MT tends to

reference Durga especially, and Bhuvaneswarı̄, unlike the other texts, it nev-

ertheless, like the other texts, appears quite similar to the GST, BT, and NST,

stylistically and in content.

The PhT appears to be one of the older Tantras among this group, and

likely would require an earlier date, since the sixteenth-century YogT names it

(3.30), along with the NT. Also, Buhnemann points out that the description of

Ugratara in the PhT derives from an early source, Sasvatavajra’s eleventh-

century Buddhist sadhana text, and subsequently becomes the source for later

Hindu Tantric compendiums.34 The GT’s incorporation of elements that we
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find in this group of texts, despite its major focus on the Srı̄ Vidya, suggests
that at least portions of it were written down in the same period as the other

texts in the group.

Thus the general similarities we find between these texts and the network

of cross-references they exhibit also suggest that they may historically and

geographically locate similarly, with a northeastern provenance, and with a

relatively late date, from approximately the fifteenth century to the eighteenth

century.

Possible Authors for the BT

It is possible that later layers of the BT were written by a Sakta who may have

been a beneficiary of the queen Prathamesvarı̄’s liberal literary patronage in

the early eighteenth century.35 I discuss her rule below. This later date would

explain the prominent position of Viqpu in the BT and this might also help to

explain the respectful attitudes toward women. A powerful queen supporting

Sakta practices may have given some impetus or perhaps inspiration toward a

Sakta practice involving reverence toward women. However, we should also

keep in mind that most of these texts are layered compilations, with various

sections added at different times.

The BT’s author, and also possibly those authors of several of the texts

used here, likely resided near Kamakhya, since we find it mentioned promi-

nently, but he likely did not reside in Kamakhya proper. My reasons for sug-

gesting this are that one would suspect that a Sakta devotee of the goddess

residing in Kamakhya would have made the goddess at Kamakhya central

rather than making either the Blue Goddess of Speech or Taripı̄ central. It
would still, I think, be possible to find a text devoted to Kalı̄ penned by a

resident of Kamakhya, but the BT includes all three of these goddesses, and the

Blue Goddess of Speech takes a central role. Further there are no temples to

the Blue Goddess of Speech in the near vicinity of Kamakhya. Neither does the
history/story of Naranarayan’s rebuilding of the temple at Kamakhya find its

way into the BT, even as we find a variety of stories told in the BT. Also in the

myth where Viqpu saves Sarasvatı̄, discussed in chapter 5, he takes his fish

incarnation. If the author were in Kamakhya one might expect more reference

to the boar incarnation, since the boar incarnation plays a key role in the

dynasties associated with Kamakhya, although the fact that the only other

mention of Viqpu’s ten incarnations in this passage is a reference to the boar

incarnation might be read to suggest the author’s familiarity with Kamakhya’s
dynasties. Schoterman suggests Koch Behar as the regional affiliation for the
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Yoni Tantra.36 The BT, on the other hand, offers no compelling evidence for

direct affiliation with Koch Behar. It may be that the BT was written a little

farther east in Assam.

The caste affiliation of the authors would have likely been one of the

groups who were literate, namely, Brahmins, Kayasthas, Kalitas, and Ganaks.

Throughout these texts we find references to specific astrological terms, es-

pecially the nakqatras, a way of calculating auspicious times based upon which

of the twenty-seven asterisms the moon is transiting. This, of course, re-

quires only a very basic level of astrological expertise, yet it does suggest that

the Ganaks, a caste of professional astrologers, ought not to be ruled out as

authors.

In terms of a general psychological profile of the authors of some of these

texts, especially the BT, based on some of the themes we find, one might con-

jecture that the author had some experience with the brutality of war and did

not see this as an especially desirable way of living. One can see throughout,

especially in the BT, a sense of an author who felt a need to limit violence, to the

extent that this author repeatedly emphasizes the importance of not harming

others. There is a Vaiqpava thread to most of these texts, but not to the exclu-

sion of other sects, such as Saivas, and these texts are explicitly Sakta; that is,
they advocate the worship of the goddess. Interestingly, we find the emphasis

against violence nearly always in proximity to descriptions of the rite of sexual

union.

One more point needs to be stressed here. The BT and other texts used for

this study, as I discuss below, are considerably later than the texts David White

draws from in his study on Tantra, where he utilizes especially texts several

centuries earlier than the BT.37 Similarly, Ronald Davidson’s study of Buddhist

Tantra also deals with texts that are several centuries earlier than the BT and

other texts used here.38 Likewise, Alexis Sanderson’s wonderfully cogent de-

scriptions of Tantric practice also do not focus on the texts used for this study.

Rather, they especially focus on a much earlier period, that associated with the

time periods preceding and extending through the eleventh-century writer,

Abhinavagupta. Hugh Urban also, in his article on Assamese kingship, as I

discuss, draws primarily from the much earlier Kalika Purapa from the ninth

through eleventh centuries, which presents different attitudes toward a vari-

ety of issues from the texts used here. I will discuss below in greater detail

differences we find among various Tantric texts, especially as they relate to

women.

These texts would likely have been circulated in manuscript form, limiting

their readership to people who were literate—likely Brahmins, Kayasthas,

Kalitas, and Ganaks—but taking the form of secret Tantric texts. I suspect that
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these texts were also circulated among other non-Brahmin caste groups, be-

cause, at least textually, we find lower caste participation in the rites. Nor is it

too far-fetched to conjecture that these texts may have been read aloud among

small groups of persons who were interested or initiated in certain Tantric

traditions. This may have given a greater number of women oral access to these

texts. And educated women, again as I discussed in chapter 1, may have also

been able to read them. Further, given especially the emphasis on women’s

initiation that we find in these texts, one could imagine women being included

in the small Tantric circles where these texts may have been discussed.39

We find references to some of these texts, in Brahmananda Giri’s Sakta-
nandataraxgipı̄,40 for instance, suggesting some readership, but not an ex-

tensive commentarial tradition on this group of texts, and certainly not a tra-

dition that provides a running commentary to individual texts. Also, as I note

above, the Sanskrit is not the best; we find grammatical mistakes, suggesting

that the texts were likely not especially popular among the best, most literate

Sanskritists, who would have been, one surmises, perhaps more orthodox. One

very interesting example of challenged grammatical usage can be seen in YT

2.25 where we find the odd compound ‘‘parapuruqı̄m.’’ Could one read this as

perhaps the ‘‘supreme person in the form of a woman’’? or as the ‘‘wife of

another man’’? In any case, the grammar suggests an oxymoron, since puruqa,
the primordial male is here given a feminine ending. Curiously, we find this

also in Jayaratha’s commentary on the Vamakesvarı̄matam.41 In Louise Finn’s

edition with translation, we do not find it; she has emended the reading to

‘‘pañcapuruqam.’’ We also find this odd word in the YT, 2.25. Moreover, only

occasionally do we see anything like an attempt at fine poetry, and one suspects

that these sections were lifted out of texts elsewhere. These small details help

to give us an inkling of a portrait of our copyists/authors—people who were

not the most educated, but had a passable grasp of Sanskrit.

Other Texts

I want to address here the issue of why I chose the Tantric texts I did, and not

others. I examined a number of other Tantric texts in the course of this re-

search and found that Tantric texts are by no means uniform in their attitudes

toward women. A variety of views may be found and some of the differences

may be attributable to when and where the texts were written. Not all texts

present the attitudes toward women that I illustrate in the BT. In this section

below I delineate some of the differences, what some other Tantric texts say

about women, and how they differ from the BT in their attitudes toward
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women. These texts we can group heuristically for the purposes of this study

into three categories: (1) earlier Tantric texts, especially dealing with ‘‘left-

handed’’ rites; (2) texts belonging to the region and time period of the texts I

consulted, but that nevertheless differed in their attitudes toward women; and

(3) other texts from other regions and traditions.

The first category discussed here includes some well-known ‘‘left-handed’’

Tantric texts from earlier periods, usually several centuries earlier. The dif-

ferences we find in these texts as compared to the texts I use for this study,

which date to several centuries later, helped make it clear to me that there are

differences among Tantric texts, and that some of the differences may have to

do with when they were written. I should emphasize that some key elements I

found in the texts I used for this study were not found in earlier texts. Thus, the

BT, even as it derives elements from earlier Tantric texts, nevertheless presents

a different view of women in Tantra than the view that White presents in his

fine study of Tantra, and these differences have everything to do with which

Tantric texts one consults. I include below a discussion of several of the texts

White uses. These are texts in this first category, that is ‘‘left-handed’’ texts,

dating in most cases to several centuries earlier than the BT. These earlier texts

present important differences from a later text like the BT. The images of

women in the earlier texts appear more tangibly ambivalent; this element is

especially striking, with women as powerful and as dangerous, as devouring

females.

I use a couple of these texts on occasion, namely the Kulacudamapi Tantra
(KCT) and the Kularpava Tantra (KuT) to highlight the contrasts between

earlier Tantric texts and the group of texts used here, particularly because they

are earlier examples of ‘‘left-handed’’ texts that nevertheless differ in their

attitudes toward women, even as the texts I use borrow from these early texts.

Especially below I focus on some of the differences that the KuT presents

since this early and paradigmatic Tantra has been one of the main sources used

in studies on Tantra. I have also incorporated discussion of the KCT within the

other chapters of this book. Because the BT seems to borrow especially from

the KCT, more than it borrows from other texts, I have for this reason included

it in the discussion within the chapters and do not discuss it separately here.

I should also mention that some of the later texts that I do use, such as the

YT, for instance, present a mix, retaining some of the elements that White

discusses, such as the use of sexual fluids, and other elements found in the BT,

such as a defined practice of treating all women with respect—not found in the

earlier texts White references. I use a later text like the YT because of the shifts

it does offer in ritual prescriptions and in myths presented, even as I recognize

that the YT is a historically layered text, as are most of these texts. Hence, one
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sees something like a developmental process occurring in the history of these

texts.

The second category includes Tantric texts I initially thought or conjec-

tured might be similar to the group of texts actually used for this study, based

upon their regional affiliation and dating, but which presented different atti-

tudes toward women than those found in the group used here. Among this

category were a number of ‘‘left-handed’’ texts from the late medieval period

and the northeast region, which nevertheless did not concur with the texts used

in their attitudes toward women.

The third category, as a catchall category, includes texts that did not offer

the perspectives on women that we find in the group of texts used, and that

were clearly aligned with other schools and especially associated with other

regions. I did not expect these texts to offer similar attitudes toward women,

and they do not, nevertheless I reference a number of texts from this group

here in order to show the relationship and position that the texts consulted

have within the larger context of Tantric literature.

For the first category, foremost among this group of earlier Tantras is the

Kularpava Tantra (KuT) from the tenth through thirteenth centuries.42 This

text is frequently cited in Indian Tantric digests and also cited in Western

scholarship on Tantra, such asWhite’s study of the use of Tantric fluids.43Also,

another indice of the KuT’s importance and its paradigmatic status for Western

studies of Tantra may be noted in the fact that in the index of Goudriaan and

Gupta’s comprehensive study of Tantric literature, the KuT is cited more fre-

quently than any other Tantric text.44 We will briefly examine elements of this

text here precisely because this well-known text, with its fairly well-circulated

ideas on what Tantra is, for the West especially, offers an interesting contrast

regarding attitudes toward women with what we find in the BT and the later

texts used for this study. Especially, looking at the KuT helps us to delineate

differences among various Tantras in their attitudes toward women.

To begin with, one important difference we find between the KuT and the

BT is the importance and attention given to the Yoginı̄, the female version of

the yogı̄, who, in these early texts appear to be at times semidivine beings, and

entities that the practitioner attempts to establish in his body. For instance, the

practioner in the ‘‘Santi Stotram’’ in the KuT 8.52 prays ‘‘may the Yoginı̄s and

the guardians of this site be established in my body.’’45One can find references

to the Yoginı̄ scattered throughout the KuT. Chapters 7 and 8, which refer to

Kaula rites, especially reference the Yoginı̄. In this context one finds yoginı̄s

listed with other divine and semidivine beings such as spirits of a place (kqe-
tradhipa), bhairavas, batukas, tree spirits (yakqa), ancestral spirits (pitarah), and
ghosts (bhuta).46 A cult of Yoginı̄s develops with various temples in India
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dedicated to the sixty-four Yoginı̄s in the earlier medieval period, and this im-

portance is also reflected in an earlier Tantric text like the KuT. Thus, for

instance, we see a prayer offering homage to the group of sixty-four yoginı̄s at

KuT 8.31. This cult becomes less important in later centuries, a shift that is

reflected in the BT’s comparative neglect of the Yoginı̄. The relative absence or

presence of the Yoginı̄ may sometimes help to date a text, though this certainly

does not work in all cases, specifically not in the case of texts dedicated to this

tradition, including the Yoginı̄ Tantra and the Kaulavalı̄nirpaya, both texts dat-

ing to about the sixteenth century.

The Yoginı̄ of an early text like the KuT is at times a fierce figure, and not

merely a representation of a fierce deity, but an image of woman as akin to a

fury, a mad fierce devouring creature. So we find in the KuT, ‘‘The fool who

makes distinctions based on caste while in the middle of the cakra [rite], the

Yoginı̄s devour him.’’47 This or a similar depiction of a female we find nowhere

in the BT. The psychological implications of a devouring female are potent.

They signal a representation of woman as ‘‘other,’’ as enemy, encoding an ago-

nistic relationship rather than one based on mutuality. Especially, it signals

the category of the female as the projection of male fears.

We also find in the KuT numerous references to a phenomenon that

White points out, the use of fluids (dravya) in the ritual, which may be read as

sexual fluids (for instance, KuT 5.66ff.; 5.75), though in some cases this fluid

(dravya) appears to be wine (KuT 5.28).

Also, we do not find the KuT advocating treating all women—that is to say,

women as a class—with respect, as we see in the BT. In the BT, the practi-

tioner, ‘‘having bowed down to a little girl, to an intoxicated young woman, or

to an old woman, to a beautiful woman of the clan (kula), or to a contemptible,

vile woman (kutsita), or to a greatly wicked woman, should contemplate on the

fact that these [women] do not appreciate being criticized or hit; they do not

appreciate dishonesty or that which is disagreeable or disliked (apriyam)’’ (BT

6.73–74; NT p. 28, line 14).

This sentiment, toward both good and ‘‘vile’’ women, does not appear

in the KuT, or the KCT, or the KJN, texts dating several centuries earlier than

the BT.

The KuT, rather, takes pains to enlighten the practitioner upon the dif-

ferences between women, especially on the differences between a good partner

(sakti) for the rite of sexual union and the partners that one should avoid

(varjya). So after enumerating the eight types of women, a common typology of

women used for the rite of sexual union found in numerous Tantras, which

refers especially to caste, including the outcaste capdalı̄, the outcaste leather

worker (carmakarı̄), the dog-eater (svapacı̄), and the prostitute (visvayoqit) (KuT
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7.42–43), the KuT also outlines the characteristics of a ‘‘good’’ partner for the

rite of sexual union. A good partner is ‘‘good looking’’ (surupa), ‘‘bright’’ (sucih),
without doubts or hesitation (saxkahı̄na), full of devotion (bhaktiyukta), has a
smiling face (smitasya), speaks sweetly (priyavadinı̄), is eager to worship the

deities (devataradhanotsuka), and enchanting (manohara), to list several of her

characteristics (KuT 7.46–48). The list’s idealized version of woman reads like

what we might expect to find in the application portfolio for a medieval Kaulika

Miss World, that is, the woman here embodies male desires and projections.

The women one should avoid are ‘‘cruel’’ (krura), ‘‘of bad conduct’’ (duracara),
‘‘lazy’’ (alasa), ‘‘greedy’’ (lubdha), ‘‘full of fear’’ (bhı̄ta), ‘‘lacking a limb’’ (hı̄naxgı̄),
‘‘afflicted by illness’’ (vyadhipı̄dita), ‘‘bad-smelling’’ (durgandha) ‘‘vile’’ (kutsita),
‘‘ugly’’ (virupa), ‘‘lame’’ (paxgu), and ‘‘with an ugly face’’ (vikrtanana), to list sev-
eral of the qualities of these women (KuT 7.49–51). We do not find this dis-

tinction made between the various types of women in the BT.

While the KuT recommends avoiding the ‘‘vile’’ woman, the BT, on the

other hand, enjoins the practitioner to bow to the ‘‘vile’’ woman (kutsita) and to

contemplate on the fact that such a woman does not appreciate being lied to or

hit or criticized. The internal reflection upon women reflects a shift, a differ-

ence, in the attitude toward women that these two texts display. The KuT, the

KCT, and the KJN never offer this sense of reflection upon the women as

subjects, as real people whomight not like the very types of treatment that men

do not like—being lied to, being hit, or criticized.

Where we might expect this injunction not to lie to women to occur, at

KuT 11.62, the text offers instead this injunction with relation to the male kula

yogı̄, the male practitioner, ‘‘He should not say what is disagreeable nor what is

not truthful whatsoever to a male practitioner of the group.’’48

At its best, most sensitive toward women, the KuT offers advice that we as

readers cannot help interpreting as being motivated by a self-interest on the

part of the man who needs the woman for the rite of sexual union and her

fluids. Immediately following the injunction to speak the truth, and say it

nicely, to other male yogı̄s, the KuT tells the practitioner, ‘‘He should not say

to a woman of the group (kula), ‘you’re ugly’ or ‘you’re black’’’ (KuT 11.62).49

There is an important, if apparently subtle difference between the internal

reflection of the practitioner in the BT and the practical advice of the KuT on

what one should say to the woman one wishes to engage with in the rite. In the

KuT one should be honest with other male practitioners, but not necessarily

with women practitioners. This is in contrast to the BT’s injunction to speak

the truth to women.

Further, we find no mention in the KuT of women being able to master

mantras, nor the general attention to women that we find in the BT and other
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texts used for this study. We do find, however, one precursor to the notion of

a woman as being capable with mantras: we see that the mantra given by a

woman (as well as the mantra one receives in a dream), unlike that given by

a man, is always good, not subject to being an ‘‘enemy’’ (ari) and so on, which

could destroy the practitioner who uses it (KuT 15.98). This, of course, may be

interpreted as presuming that women acted the role of gurus giving mantras,

even though the KuT does not elaborate upon this statement, and even though

it is thrown together with the dream-given mantra.

We find another element in the KuT that appears to be a precursor to what

we find in the BT, and which is interpreted slightly differently in the KuT

compared to the BT. This is the notion of a practice with no rules. I mentioned

earlier the ‘‘Kali Practice,’’ which I discuss in chapter 2, where there are no

rules except treating women well. We find also a Kaulika practice in the KuT

that, on the surface, appears to be similar to or a precursor of this Kalı̄ Practice;
however, there are important and interesting differences between the two.

In the KuT this practice is not called by the names we find in the BT and in

the texts I have cited above, that is, as the Kalı̄ Practice, the Chinese/Tibetan

Way, or the Great Mantra Practice, but rather it is designated as the Kaulika

practice. In the KuT’s Kaulika practice the Kaulika ‘‘acts according to his own

desire.’’50 We see further that for the Kaulika, ‘‘what is not to be drunk is to be

drunk; what is not to be eaten is to be eaten’’ (KuT 9.57a).51 Further, ‘‘there are

no rules and no restrictions, no merit and no sin. There is no heaven and no

hell for the Kaulikas, o Goddess of the Kula’’ (KuT 9.58).52 This description

continues for a number of verses, and especially what repeats throughout are,

first, a listing of apparent contradictions and, second, the idea of the Kaulika as

having transcended the pairs of opposites that characterize ordinary life in the

world. So again, the Kaulika is poor, and yet gives away great wealth (9.59), and

so on. The notion of the transcendence of opposites characterizes the path of

the Kaulika.

Now, in contrast to the BT, there is not here in the KuT the one rule of

treating women well. Women do not figure into this practice at all. Essentially,

the lack of rules here is not somuch a special practice, and one centered around

women, as it is an indication of the state of transcendence of rules for the

Kaulika because the Kaulika has attained a state of perfection beyond the ne-

cessity of rules. In this sense the Kaulika is like the yogı̄ that the KuT describes

throughout the earlier sections of this chapter (9.2ff.). He is the sage who has

gone beyond the strictures of society. Citing this passage describing the Kaulika

right after the description of the ‘‘brahma-jña,’’ the knower of Brahman, appears

to be a strategy for assimilating the image of the Kaulika to the more classical

representation of the state of the yogı̄ who has transcended the world. It may be
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possible to understand the BT and other texts that are used for this study as

appropriating the element of this earlier definition and transforming it into a

different practice centered around women, or it may be that the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’
of the BT and these other texts derives from a different source altogether. In any

case, we can especially note how Tantric ideas shift and move to contextually

offer very different meanings in different texts, even as core verses and core bits

of ritual injunctions are reiterated and reused along the way.

We may also note here the differences in the portrayal of the rite of sexual

union between the KuT and the BT. Since I discuss the BT version in chapter 2,

I will not go into detail here, except to emphasize that the rite for the BT

involves two people, the man and the woman. The BT in a different description

from the one I discuss in chapter 2 also gives a version of a rite that appears to

be a group worship or cakra puja, where the men and women dance (BT

6.339a). This puja however does not end with the rite of sexual union, but rather

the seeker ‘‘should worship the woman with lotus flowers, red powder and

scents, with ornaments and garlands, however only with the attitude towards

a mother.’’53 Where the BT does describe the rite of sexual union, it describes

it in explicit detail making it apparent that the rite is one of sexual union.

On the other hand, in the KuT version we find the well-known and no-

torious cakra puja. The cakra puja rite involves not just two people, but a group
of men and women. In this carnivalesque rite, the women are made to drink as

the men pour liquor into their mouths (KuT 8.70); general drunkenness en-

sues. The ‘‘yogis dance, carrying pots of liquor on their heads’’ (KuT 8.71b).54

Then, ‘‘the yogis, drunk with wine fall down intoxicated on their chests; and the

yoginı̄s of the group, intoxicated, fall on top of the men. They mutually engage

in the happy fulfilment of pleasure’’ (KuT 8.73–74).55 In this context we should

also note that Jñanananda Paramahamsa’s description of the rite of sexual

union in the eighth chapter of his Kaulavalı̄nirpaya is also a cakra puja, fol-
lowing along the KuT’s version.56 As we saw in the discussion of the rite of

sexual union in the BT, the two versions of the rite differ.

We should also note that although there are numerous differences between

the early KuT and the later BT, there are, nevertheless, elements that suggest a

continuity. These elements include borrowed verses, even as the verses bor-

rowed are set in new contexts with new meanings. We also find an incipient

presentation of some ideas that are later expanded and shift to some degree in

the later BT. For instance, we find also in the KuT a verse that is repeated in the

later texts used here, which enjoins the practitioner not to hit a woman: ‘‘One

should not hit a woman even with flower, even if she has committed a hundred

offenses. One should not count the faults of women; one should rather an-

nounce their virtues’’ (KuT 11.65).57 This verse, which is not elaborated upon
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here in the KuT, nevertheless presents a precursor that is elaborated and as-

sociated with a name and a specific practice in later texts such as the BT. I

address many of the differences that the KCT presents from the BT in chapters

2 and 4 and so will not repeat that here.

Another important early text referencing Kamakhya is the Kaulajñana-
nirpaya (KJN), an early Tantra from the ninth through eleventh centuries,

apparently penned by the Siddha Matsyendranatha and possibly located in the

Northeast, though not all scholars agree upon a northeastern provenance for

the KJN.58 This text as a whole is quite dissimilar to the BT, particularly in the

elements that I focus upon for this study, even though Kamarupa is mentioned

(KJN 22.10). For instance, this text does not refer to the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ or the
‘‘Tibetan Way’’ or the ‘‘GreatMantra Practice,’’ which we find in the texts used.

And though one may infer a reference to the rite of sexual union, it does not

delineate the rite of sexual union, or explicitly address it, as we find in the BT,

CT, or YT. In fact, the text apparently penned by Matsyendranatha focuses

instead on internal worship throughout. For instance, Bagchi notes regarding

the KJN (3.14–15) that the worship of ‘‘lixgas made of stone, earth and metal

should be abandoned. Devotion to the lixga which is seated in the body—the

manasa [mental] lixga is conducive to siddhi [attainment]. Such a lixga only is to
be worshipped and not with external but with mental flowers and incense.’’59

He goes on to affirm that ‘‘external modes of worship, we have seen, are

not approved of in the [KJN].’’60 A further difference is that the KJN as a text

focuses a good deal of attention on bodily immortality and youthfulness,

something also not emphasized in the BT. And the means to youth for the KJN

is also through a mental visualization. So the KJN says, ‘‘The yogı̄ should

continuously practice, visualizing sprinkling himself with poisons (viqais). He

becomes released from aging and free from all disease’’ (KJN 5.20).61

Further, the KJN does not contain the signature verse noted above and,

generally, throughout, this text rarely talks about women, but instead focuses

on mystical practices of the inner feminine power (sakti) and the inner cakras

or subtle wheels within the body (for instance, chapter 3, chapter 5, chapter 6,

chapter 10, chapter 17, chapter 19, chapter 20). The eighteenth chapter refers to

a puja offering blood (rakta) and semen (sukra), but the rite is not described nor
are women mentioned here; rather, the closest we come to women here ap-

pears to be mental or spiritual beings with their male counterparts. That is,

yoginı̄s, siddhas, and heroes are mentioned and the goddess is mentioned as

appearing apparently magically, or perhaps mentally (bhavate) as a result of

offering a number of substances, including rice and so on. In this context one

worships the guru (gurupuja) and one worships the hero (vı̄rapuja), but not the
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female yoginı̄ (18.21) (nor is there mention of worshiping siddhas here). This is

unlike the BT, which expressly advocates worship of women.62

And where the KJN prescribes the puja in the eighteenth chapter, where

blood (rakta) and semen (sukra) are offered, the rite of sexual union itself is not

mentioned. Again, curiously, where the ‘‘left-handed’’ worship is prescribed in

the twenty-first chapter, with meat, wine, and fish, sexual intercourse again is

not mentioned: ‘‘On the full moon night, on the new moon night, on the

eighth day and the fourteenth day of the moon, one should offer a sacrifice

(balim) of oneself, of fish, wine and meat, and in this way the teaching should

be done. The teacher should be free from doubts’’ (21.8–9).63

This exclusion should not be taken necessarily to mean that the rite of

sexual union was not practiced, as we see below in the list of types of women

involved in the ‘‘external rites’’ (bahistha), however this generally ancillary de-

piction of women in the KJN does indicate a different attitude toward the rite

and women than the attitudes we find in the BT.

In two places the KJN refers to women. We see one when it mentions the

three types of women for the external rites: ‘‘When [practice] is performed with

one’s wife, that is sahaja, The prostitute they call kulaja; an outcaste woman is

called antyaja. The outward forms are told to you, o Goddess. Now listen to the

inward forms’’ (KJN 8.7–8a).64

In this case nothing is said about these embodied women. The other place

we see women does appear to be an earlier precursor to attitudes toward

women that we do find in the BT. The KJN, in the last lines of the text (which

may suggest a later addition), says, ‘‘One should never show anger in one’s

speech to the [sixty-four yoginı̄s], o ruler of Gods, nor at all to women or young

girls’’ (KJN 23.11).65 This one line evokes what we find later but is not elabo-

rated or explained and if it is not a later addition, which its placement at the end

of this text might suggest, then it may be read as an early, though inchoate

precursor to what we find more fully developed later. It is interesting here that

the sixty-four yoginı̄s are seen as a different category from women and girls.66

Another important early text, the Kalika Purapa (KP), dating to likely the

ninth through eleventh centuries is clearly based in Assam and the Kamarupa
area since portions of it detail the geography of the Kamarupa region, espe-

cially chapters 51, 62–66, and 77–80.67 The first portion of this text, a little

more than half, deals with myths of the gods, especially the myth of Satı̄s

death. After this the text engages in extensive discussion of Tantric rituals and

mantras. Thus one might suspect that this text would be similar to the texts I

use for this study; however, this turns out not to be the case, with differences

perhaps attributable to the difference of some six to seven centuries.
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Specifically, this text also does not outline the rite of sexual union. K. R.

Van Kooij also notes this element of the KP: ‘‘The intoxicating liquor, the

women, the red colour, the corpse, etc. is likely to play a part in the Vama cult,

which includes orgiastic practices and abhorrent rites, about which, in contrast

with the Tantras, the KP remains practically silent.’’68 Nor does the special

‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ I describe in chapter 2 figure in the KP. Attitudes toward

women in this text are, on the whole, much more conventional. So, for in-

stance, we find Viqpu telling the god Siva ‘‘my body has become contaminated’’

(kayah papakaro; KP 30.34b) ‘‘because of having sex with a woman on her

period’’ (rajasvalayah samsargad; KP 30.34a). The context here is the author of

the KP telling of a myth in which Viqpu in his boar incarnation has sex with the

goddess earth, who happens to be on her monthly period. For this text with

its more conventional attitudes toward women, the result of this union with

a menstruating woman can only be demonic offspring, three sons named

Suvrtta, Kanaka, and Ghora.

Similarly, we find in the KP advice to a king that is reminiscent of Manu’s

attitudes toward women: ‘‘Women, however, should be made constantly de-

pendent on the king. Women who are independent in fact, always cause harm’’

(KP 84.127b–28a).69 Finally, we should note that unlike the later Tantras we

reference, in this earlier text from Kamakhya, Vasiqtha performs austerities in

Kamakhya not to please the goddess, but rather to please the male god Siva (KP
51.104ff.). This text is, however, a good specimen for comparison precisely be-

cause we know that it comes from the earlier date of the ninth through elev-

enth centuries and the contrasts it offers to the texts we use for this study help

to highlight the tangible differences we find between earlier and later Tantric

texts. Especially notable is the emphasis on the god Siva rather than either the

goddess or Viqpu.
This text, the KuT, and the KJN, for instance, make more apparent both

the variations we find in Tantric texts—that is, not all Tantric texts are alike—

and that some of the differences we find may be attributable to different his-

torical periods. We should also note here that, as with the other texts discussed

in this group, nowhere do we find the verses suggesting that women should be

treated with respect, not hit and not lied to, as we find in the BT and other texts

used for this study.

More generally, an early Tantric text such as the S.atsahasra Samhita (SS),

which dates to likely the twelfth century,70 also offers a point of comparison

with the group of texts used. This early text, which comes out of the Kubjika
tradition and styles itself as Kaula, focuses especially on mantric formulations

and the mystical linguistic mapping of the human body, especially with the

powerful sites of the goddess (pitha), and does not include the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’
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or the attitudes toward women that we find in the BT. This text, for instance,

mentions Kamarupa, but here Kamarupa is within the human body (SS 1.47).

Also, the SS describes invoking the ‘‘yoginı̄s’’ and honoring them with ‘‘beau-

tiful garments, blossoms, incense and with all kinds of nourishment including

liquor and meat’’ (SS 3.25–26); however, the rite of sexual union is not men-

tioned. Simply the practitioner asks the yoginı̄’s permission to explain the

teaching to the student, similar to what we saw above in the KJN. It is not

entirely clear that the yoginı̄s here are actual women. Nor do we find the

signature verse mentioned above. Similarly, the Todala Tantra, an earlier text

mentioned in some old lists,71 does not contain the practices centered on

women, even as it does focus on Kalı̄, Tara, and refers to the Blue Goddess of

Speech.72

Among the second category of texts—texts that I initially thought might be

similar to the group of texts actually used for this study, based upon their

regional affiliation and dating, but which presented different attitudes toward

women—are included preeminently the Mahanirvapa Tantra. As I mentioned

earlier, this late text shows traces of British influence, which are evidenced in

its attitudes toward women. While the Mahanirvapa Tantra deals extensively

with the ‘‘left-handed’’ rites, it does not present the same attitudes toward

women found in the group of texts used. Rather, we find that this text repeats

Manu’s dictum that a woman ‘‘should remain under the control of her father in

childhood, when she reaches her youth by her husband, in her old age [con-

trolled] by her husband’s relatives. She should not ever be free or independent’’

(Mahanirvapa Tantra 8.106).73 This text diverges from Manu in that a woman

in her old age should be controlled by her relatives rather than by her son, as we

find in Manu. As we might expect, we find neither the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ I outline
in chapter 2, nor the signature verse regarding women.

Apart from this text, also included in this category is, more surprisingly,

the Yoginı̄ Tantra (YogT), a sixteenth-century text clearly associated with Ka-
makhya as is evidenced by the second half of the text devoted to a geographic

panegyric of the region.74 I had initially supposed that this text from Kamakhya
would be similar to the BT in its representations of women, and, in fact, the

YogT actually cites the Nı̄la Tantra and another text I use, the PhT (YogT 3.30).

Further, the YogT references Kamakhya throughout.

On the other hand, in describing the Kaula path, the practice for this text

that involves the use of the Five Ms, including liquor and the rite of sexual

union, the YogT cites the Kularpava Tantra as its authority (YogT 6.18), which,

as I discuss above, offers different attitudes toward women than we find in the

BT. The YogT also, as we might expect from its title, makes numerous refer-

ences to the Yoginı̄s, something that we find especially in the Kularpava Tantra,
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which, as we saw earlier, often refers to semidivine beings rather than ordinary

women.

In general, the contents of the YogT reveal an author(s) who was verymuch

concerned with matters of state. This author(s) focuses on the history of the

kings of Assam, their wars, and state politics for several chapters from chapter

11 through chapter 15.75 In fact, the editor, Biswanarayan Shastri uses the

historical matter of dynasties and wars located in the eleventh through fifteenth

chapters to help date the text. It would not be surprising if further research into

this text revealed that the author was a Brahmin who performed the duty of

Kakati, a high post of envoy or ambassador for the Ahom king, a position that

began eventually, with Sanskritization, to be given to Brahmins rather than

Ahom nobility. Such a position would explain his conservatism and also his

intimate knowledge of the geography of the country.

As wemight expect with a writer as keenly connected tomatters of the state

as this writer is, the YogT is more conservative regarding issues of caste. So the

author in delineating partners for the rite of sexual union prescribes same-caste

partners for the rite: ‘‘The brahmin takes a brahmin woman, the warrior takes a

warrior woman and the merchant takes a merchant woman. This is the rule

prescribed in the rite of sexual union’’ (YogT 6.37b–38a).76Of course, this is not

the rule that we most commonly find elsewhere. In the event that a suitable

partner is not available, the YogT allows for the traditional practice of anuloma,

where men partner with women who are a caste below, but not the reverse

where the woman is of a higher caste. This pattern is one that the law book

author Manu allows for marriage, and this Tantric writer’s appropriation of it

suggests a mainstream or conservative attitude toward the Tantric rite. It cu-

riously goes against the frequent and popular presentation of the woman for

the rite of sexual union as belonging to a very low caste, such as the barber, or

the washerwoman, which is what we find in the KuT. The YogT also makes an

allowance for the times when the proper woman is not available, ‘‘in case

women of the upper three castes are not available, the sudra (fem.) woman [is

acceptable]’’ (YogT 6.39b).77 Here again, though, usually the washerwoman is

of the antyaja caste, that is, outcaste. In other words, for the KuT and the KJN

the prescribed partner is an outcaste woman and not a woman of the sudra
caste, which is as low as the YogT will go for a woman’s caste.

The YogT also allows different rules for the ascetic (yati), for whom the rite

of sexual union refers to the inner goddess of the Kupdalinı̄ as she merges in

the thousand-petaled lotus in the head of the practitioner (YogT 6.41). The

avadhuta, or wandering mad sage, also has different rules, and he is allowed to

engage in the rite of sexual union with any woman except a (his?) mother and a

virgin: ‘‘He [the avadhuta] can practice the rite of sexual union with any woman
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[lit., in all yonis]; except the yoni of (his? a?) mother. He should have intercourse

with a non-virgin. He should never have intercourse with a virgin [lit., ‘‘never

beat an unbroken yoni]’’ (YogT 6.44).78

With the use of the word tadayet, ‘‘he should beat’’ or ‘‘strike,’’ one is also

reminded in this context of Tulsidas’s infamous misogynistic statement where

he declares that women, drums, and dogs should be beaten, where he uses a

form of this word. It may be that perhaps in Tulsidas’s case, he was punning on

a generally accepted sexual connotation implied in the word tadayet.
Also important for our purposes here, we find elsewhere in the YogT an

unusual classification of women for the rite of sexual union, not found else-

where. Rather than the classification of women based upon caste, which is

what we frequently find in Tantric texts, for instance in the KuT, instead we

find a classification based upon how women look. This unusual depiction

focuses centrally on how a woman looks, and women are chosen based upon

which of the six acts in Tantric ritual (qatkarmapi)—most of which are rites

designed to effect nefarious deeds such as killing other people and creating

enmity, and so on—a woman’s looks makes her suitable for.

This classification, which accompanies a description of the six acts, tells

the practitioner which type of woman is best used in the rite of sexual union

depending upon which of the six acts, that is, rites of killing, rites of controlling

others, and so on, the practitioner wishes to perform. We find, ‘‘The Padminı̄

[type] is declared [suitable] for giving peace, the Saxkhinı̄ [type] is considered
[good] in rites for controlling others; the Naginı̄ [type] is well-known for rites of

driving people out and paralysing people. And in killing, D
_
akinı̄ is extolled for

bringing death to the enemy’’ (YogT 4.30–31a).79

The YogT also describes how these women look, so, ‘‘the Padminı̄ [type]

has fair limbs, long hair; her speech is always full of nectar. She has reddish

eyes and she has an amiable disposition. She is auspicious for practice’’ (YogT

4.31b–32a).80 In contrast, the D
_
akinı̄ type of woman, whom the practitioner

employs for rites of killing, looks like this: ‘‘The D
_
akinı̄ type has short hair and

a long nose. She has harsh speech. She is always irritated and has a long body

and she likes to make loud shouts’’ (YogT 4.35).81 This classification of women

based on how they look differs from the more common caste-based classifi-

cation. It also differs from the BT’s practice of not focusing on differences

among women.

In general, the YogT does not present the attitudes toward women that we

find in the BT, although apart from the rite of sexual union, the YogT in

particular places a relatively greater importance upon the rite of worshiping a

young girl (kumarı̄ puja).82Nevertheless, it also does not include the practice of
treating all women with reverence found in the texts I relied upon, nor does it
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contain the signature verse. Thus, even though it is affiliated with the region

and time period of the texts I do use, it presents a different type of tradition and

a different attitude toward women.

Similarly, the Kamakhya Tantra, despite its name, which might lead us to

associate it with the group of texts used here, in fact, does not present the same

attitude toward women that we find in the group of texts used. This is a ‘‘left-

handed’’ text and it does extol the ‘‘yoni,’’ that is, the female partner.83 It con-

tains some elements that are similar to what we find in the texts, such as, for

instance, not invoking the goddess: ‘‘There the acts of calling down [the god-

dess] are not done in any way’’ (KamT 2.68).84On the whole, however, it is hard

not to read the praise of the yoni in this text as dissociated from the woman as a

person outside of the rite of sexual union. This text describes ritual actions

toward women only within the rite of sexual union, not outside the rite of sexual

union. This text also only advocates the ‘‘other’’ woman: ‘‘The wise man should

especially worship after having obtained the yoni of a woman belonging to

someone else (parastrı̄yonim)’’ (KamT 2.72).85 This text continues in the next

line to advocate the prostitute (vesya) as the woman of choice. ‘‘The yoni of a

prostitute is supreme (or is the ‘‘other’’ woman); O Goddess, there he should do

the practice’’ (KamT 2.73a).86 Further, it does not include the verses we find in

the group of texts used that prohibit harming women, nor does it recognize

women as skilled in mantras, or as gurus. Texts such as the Gayatrı̄ Tantra, the
Mupdamala Tantra, and the Bhutasuddhi Tantra, though found in the same

collection as several of the texts used here, do not incorporate the elements of

the group used.87 Nor did I use the Kashmiri-based Devı̄rahasya.88

Some texts present a mix, and were not used because of the balance of

elements not presenting enough or clearly enough the features addressing

women found in the group of texts used. One example here is the Niruttara

Tantra (NUT).89 This text cannot be easily dated, and Goudriaan and Gupta do

not offer a date for it. Like the BT and several of the texts used, it connects the

goddess Kalı̄ with the Blue Goddess of Speech and with Tara, and makes this

connection in the context of the rite of sexual union (latayam pujayet, NUT 1.9)

It also suggests that the practitioner should worship one’s own partner (sva-

sakti, NUT 10.41), a term that may suggest one’s wife as the partner. However,

the NUT also contains a number of elements associated with earlier texts such

as the KuT, including a focus on yoginı̄s (e.g., NUT 10.48) and menstrual blood

(e.g., 10.40), and does not contain the signature verse on women.

Some of the texts used, such as the Yoni Tantra (YT), also emphasize the

use of menstrual blood, however the story of Vasiqtha in the YT, which offers a

stance against asceticism, makes the YT important for the ideas of women

presented in this study. In this case, while the YT is similar to the NUT in
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a number of respects, I did not draw from the NUT because the elements

supporting its inclusion, that is, references to the goddess Tara and the sug-

gestion of one’s wife as partner for the rite of union, were outweighed by the

inclusion of other elements not reflective of the texts used, and the NUT does

not offer any substantial insights into the attitudes toward women found in the

group of texts referenced for this study. One more factor mitigating against the

selection of the NUT is an odd nomenclature for the rite of sexual union, kala
puja, which is repeated too much to suspect this to be merely a scribal error

(NUT 1.25, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34).

Similarly, the Kaxkalamalinı̄ Tantra (KMT) is, for the purpose of this study,

a mixed text. As a text that especially extols the use of insignia related to the god

Siva, such as ash (bhasma) and rudrakqa beads (KMT 5.32–86), it also, like the

YT, focuses a great deal upon the yoni and the hand gesture called the yoni

mudra (especially in chapter 2). Furthermore, this text also gives one key fea-

ture of the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ namely the absence of rules: ‘‘And here there is no

regard for purity nor are there prohibitions. There are no rules for time or place

etc. here’’ (KMT 5.7).90 Ramatoqapa cites this text when he gives the ‘‘Song to a

woman guru,’’91 however, in the KMT itself, the hymn there it is not presented

as a hymn to a female guru. Rather, the hymn is here the hymn to the goddess

Parvatı̄ as the guru, and the KMT in no way suggests that this hymn should

be sung to ordinary women. In itself it is suggestive, especially in light of Ra-
matoqapa’s understanding of it, however, in general the KMT does not offer

the elements I used in selecting the group of texts. For instance, this text does

not contain the signature verse on women. Further, it relegates women to an

inferior status, lumping them in with the lowest caste of sudras, and allowing

neither of them the use of the sacred syllable ‘‘OM’’ (KMT 5.119–21) or the

ability to perform the standard prerequisites to perfecting a mantra called

purascarapa (KMT 5.287). For these reasons, this text has not been included.

The Rudrayamala presents a special case. Generally considered quite old,

Goudriaan and Gupta nevertheless date the extant Uttara Tantra version to a

much later date, in alignment with the group of texts used here, and to the

Bengal region. We find in this Uttara Tantra text a version of the story of

Vasiqtha’s journey to acquire teachings from the Buddha, related in chapter 3

above, and perhaps, not surprisingly, we find also in this text mention of

women as gurus, which I cite below in the discussion of Brahmananda Giri’s

Saktanandataraxgipı̄ (2.107ff.).92 Sections of this text may be partially relevant

or comparable to some of what we find in the group of texts used, however I

have not used it because as a whole this text contains much that does not

entirely cohere with the group of texts used and, further, elements of this text

appear to be older or from a different provenance than the group used and
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thus, not entirely in keeping with the coherence of the group of texts used. For

instance, in one place in this text, but in none of the texts in the group used, the

‘‘Chinese/Tibetan Conduct’’ (cı̄nacara) is glossed as the practice belonging to

the ‘‘female demons’’ (rakqası̄),93 and further, the description of it varies to a

large degree from what we find regarding the ‘‘Chinese Way’’ or special ‘‘Kalı̄
Practice’’ in the group of texts used.

I have also consulted a few Sanskrit digests by particular and well-known

authors to get a sense of the brahminical representation of women for the

northeast region in the period I look at, the fifteenth through eighteenth

centuries. Of foremost importance among these texts is Brahmananda Giri’s

works, including here the Saktanandataraxgipı̄.94 In the Saktanandataraxgipı̄
Brahmananda Giri quotes twice from the NT and cites the NT by name, so he

was familiar with this text, which contains passages describing the ‘‘Kalı̄
Practice.’’ However, he does not cite this practice; the verses he quotes from the

NT have to do with ritual instructions for the bath and the seat for the deity in

the obligatory and occasional rites.95 He mentions also the ‘‘sacred tree’’ (kula

vrkqa), an element of the practice often found in proximity to descriptions of

the rite of sexual union, but he does not, however, talk about the rite of sexual

union.96

Brahmananda Giri, in fact, talks very little about women; however, he does

mention that women and sudras, the lowest of the four castes, have the right

to initiation, though only for some mantras and not for the ‘‘Om’’ mantra.97

Women are also, unlike sudras, praised in the Saktanandataraxgipı̄ for their
power to give mantra initiation. Quoting from an unnamed source Brahma-
nanda Giri says, ‘‘The initiation given by a woman is proclaimed to be auspi-

cious; that given by one’s mother is eight times more auspicious. And, re-

garding the initiation obtained in a dream, [the same holds]. There is no need

for further consideration here’’ (2.31).98 In a further quote, again unnamed, but

which can be found in the extant version of the Rudrayamala Uttara Tantra, he

describes the qualities of a woman who is fit to be a guru. In this same context,

as we find also in the Rudrayamala, the widow is excluded from being a guru.

He says, ‘‘The woman practitioner (sadhvı̄) who has conquered her senses, has

devotion for the teacher and engages in good conduct, who knows the essence

of all the Tantras, is accomplished, always engaged in worship—this woman is

fit to be a guru. This characterization excludes the widow’’ (2.32).99

We find these lines taken and slightly changed from Rudrayamala, 2.108,

and the third line from 2.11b. The Rudrayamala in this context also mentions

the dream initiation. While there is not space to explore this further in this

book, it may be worthwhile to note that the connection of women and dreams

may be read as part of a larger pattern of the representation of women, which
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I discuss in chapter 4 where I talk about women’s speech being seen as

irrational.

I do think it notable that this sixteenth-century brahminical writer main-

tains the idea of the woman as guru, which is found in the texts I use for this

study. It suggests that in Brahmananda Giri’s world a woman guru was not

considered a complete anomaly, and that some of the ideas of these texts found

acceptance among very respectable persons. Brahmananda Giri, on the other

hand, takes no note of the other elements of the practice centered on women

and respect for women.

In another of his writings, the Tara Rahasya (TR), Brahmananda Giri

offers alternate versions of the sakta practice, that is, the worship of the goddess.
One of these does not include liquor or women in the rite, while the other

version does include meat, liquor, and the rite of sexual union.100 The first

version ends with a verse describing this practice as the ‘‘Great Chinese/

Tibetan Practice’’ (mahacı̄nakrama), which, however, does not look like any

other versions of this practice, since it does not contain the use of the Five Ms,

including liquor and women. The second version, called the sakti sadhana,
‘‘Practice with the Woman, or Feminine Power,’’ does include the use of

women, liquor, and meat. This practice describes the rite of sexual union as

the cakra puja involving a group of men and women.101 This is the version we

saw described in the KuT above, which differs from what we see in the BT. One

difference we see between the TR’s version and the version described in the

KuT is that in the TR the practioner ‘‘bows to the [other] male practioners and

to the female practioner again and again’’ (3.63b).102 We might read this as an

added element of formality introduced in this later text (or practice) to shift

away from the seeming pandemonium of drunken bodies in the earlier KuT

version.

That this brahminical writer does not mention the elements of the practice

centering on women or reverence toward women, even as he mentions texts

where we find the advocacy of treating women with respect, I think indicates

that official and mainstream attitudes tended not to recognize these practices.

However, his acceptance of women as gurus suggests that these practices

nevertheless may have impacted mainstream opinion on some issues regard-

ing women, in this case that women could perform the role of gurus.

All this may suggest that this practice centered on women, and treating

women with respect was perhaps not a practice advocated by writers of some

authority, and not likely by kings or state powers (we are reminded here of the

KP’s suggestion to the king to not let women be independent), but rather that

this was a practice that circulated more popularly and with grassroots affilia-

tions. In the case of the brahminical writer Brahmananda Giri, we do find that
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even as he simply quotes other sources as his method for explaining Tantric

practice, he also quotes selectively, and in this process he also nods toward state

powers, for instance, when he declares that human sacrifice is a prerogative

only for the king (Saktanandataraxgipı̄, 13.58).
We find a similar response from another important brahminical writer of a

later period, Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya. Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya’s long digest,

the Prapatoqipı̄ (PT),103 pulls together quotes from a variety of sources follow-

ing a framework guided by subject matter. Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya cites short
sections of the NT and the BT throughout, some thirty-four times.104 He also

cites the verse we found in Brahmananda Giri, which I quoted above, ‘‘the

initiation given by a woman is proclaimed to be auspicious’’ (PT, p. 288), and

verses that describe a woman who is qualified to be a guru (PT, p. 288). The

verses in the PT are similar to those in the Saktanandataraxgipı̄, 2.32ff. They
differ in a particular emphasis on the ‘‘woman of the clan’’ (Kulaja). So we find
that Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya also subscribes to the view that women func-

tioned as gurus. He in fact does cite the GST’s visualization of the female guru,

which I discuss in chapter 2.105 Immediately following this he gives also the

‘‘Armour Hymn of the Woman Guru’’ taken from the Matrkabhedatantra, an-
other text that Goudriaan and Gupta’sHistory of Indian Literature assigns a late

date and that belongs to the northeast region.

Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya, in his Prapatoqipı̄, also gives the hymn of ‘‘armor’’

of a woman guru and the song sung to the woman as a guru (strı̄gurugı̄ta).
Interestingly, the hymn to the female guru apostrophizes the female guru as

the goddess Taripı̄, and the hymn is sung by Siva to Taripı̄. Separate from

these he also gives the hymn for the worship of the wife of the guru.106

However, like Brahmananda Giri, Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya does not cite

the sections of the BT pertaining to women or the special ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ or the
signature verse we find in most of the texts used for this study. Again, like

Brahmananda Giri, this brahminical authority, even though he is familiar with

the texts that present this practice, and even as he draws elements from this

practice, such as the figure of the woman as guru, nevertheless does not discuss

women’s roles beyond these citations. Nor does he draw from the myths in a

text like the BT.

I also consulted Narasimha’s Tarabhaktisudharpava, which I had initially

supposed would be likely a similar text, especially because its title refers to

Tara, an important goddess for most of these texts; however, this text’s position

is in general much more conservative in terms of its attitudes toward women,

and does not contain the attitudes toward women found in the BT or the

signature verse.107 I also did not use writers such as Nı̄lambacarya and others
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belonging to the Kamarupa school of dharma sastra, since they do not offer the
perspectives on women found in the texts I use and they clearly predate them.

Most of these texts, excluding, of course, theMahanirvapa Tantra, have not
been translated into English, though three, namely, the NST, KMT, and Nir-

uttara Tantra, have Hindi commentaries by S. N. Khandelwal.

The third category includes texts from farther afield, such as, for instance,

texts from the highly philosophical Kashmiri nondual Saiva tradition, in-

cluding those from the Pratyabhijña school of Utpaladeva, Abhinavagupta, and

Kqemaraja, as well as some of the early Tantric texts affiliated with this region

and the commentaries on some of these texts by members of this school, in-

cluding here, for instance, the Netra Tantra, and the Svacchanda Tantra both

with Kqemaraja’s commentaries, or Abhinavagupta’s Tantraloka or Tantrasara,
or texts such as the Kramasadbhava, the Spanda Karikas, or the Siva Sutras,
along with their commentaries. Apart from the distance in time and place that

texts such as these present, they also do not offer the attitudes toward women

that we find in the group used.

Similarly, I do not draw from texts associated with the Srı̄ Vidya tradition,
such as the Yoginı̄hrdaya with Amrtananda’s Dı̄pika, the Nityaqodasikarpava,
Saundarya Laharı̄, and Ānandalaharı̄, the Tantraraja Tantra, and including also
Bhaskararaya’s Setubandha and the commentary on the Lalita Sahasranama, to

mention a few. I did not, as I mentioned earlier, use Bhaskararaya’s com-

mentaries, since the Srı̄ Vidya tradition forms a separate and distinctive tra-

dition, not aligned with the practices, such as the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ discussed in

this project. In this group of texts we do on occasion come across statements

that reflect a sense of treating women well, such as, for instance, this verse in

the Tantraraja Tantra: ‘‘One should not harm or have anger towards women,

even if they are bad’’ (5.80b).108 In this particular instance we should note that

this rule given by the Tantraraja Tantra applies specifically to the aspirant

practicing purascarapa, the lengthy prerequisites to gaining perfection of a

mantra, and not to a general practice. For the most part, this group of texts

tends to favor an internalization of the feminine as the goddess within, and

especially as the goddess that rises through the six cakras in the human body,

along with a mapping of mantric sound as cosmos.

Nor do I include broad reference digests by individual authors such as

Lakqmapadesika’s Saradatilaka, with its commentaries, or the Prapañcasara,
the Mantramahodadhi of Mahı̄dhara, which, again, do not present the types of

attitudes toward women that we find in the fifteenth to eighteenth century texts

from the northeast that I address in this project. These lists are not intended to

be comprehensive, but merely to generally locate the project engaged in here.

appendix 1 179



Thus, to conclude, the available textual sources themselves shaped the

contours of this study and guided my selection of sources. Again, the group of

texts used coheres in terms of regional affiliation and dating, and, importantly,

in a particular message about women that they offer.

That not all texts from this region and this period and not all ‘‘left-handed’’

Tantras espouse the attitudes toward women that we find in the group of texts

used alerts us to the necessity of recognizing the complexity of Tantra as a

historical phenomenon. Tantric traditions are diverse, and perhaps part of the

problem that scholars have encountered in trying to define Tantra derives from

the diversity of its traditions.

Further, for my purposes here, my survey revealed that women’s roles as

textually represented were not by any means uniform. The texts I have drawn

from offered evidence in a particular direction, and I hope that this study has

made it apparent that views of women within various Tantric texts are diverse

and complex. Consequently, this study is essentially a case study; it does not

make claims about attitudes toward women in Tantra as a whole. It deals with a

group of texts that presents a coherent affiliation with a place and time and that

offer valuable insights and images of women and attitudes toward women.

Historical Context

Throughout the medieval period Assam was under a fairly unified kingdom.

The Ahoms ruled most of eastern Assam from the thirteenth century to the

nineteenth century, and, at various periods, parts of western Assam as well.

This likely contributed to a sense of stability for the region. Throughout this

period other smaller kingdoms existed, such as the Koch kingdom in the six-

teenth and seventeenth centuries in western Assam, including the district of

Kamarupa, where Kamakhya was situated, and westward into Bengal. We find

also other smaller kingdoms, such as that of the Jayantias, the Kacharis, and

Bhuyan landlords, simultaneously with the Ahoms, who offered some form of

tribute to the Ahoms. A brief exception to Ahom rule occurred under the

Hinduized Koch king Naranarayan, who managed to subjugate the Ahoms for

a short period during the sixteenth century.

The Ahom kings initially came from Burma and brought with them their

own separate traditions of religious practice. They slowly assimilated Hindu

practices and ideas, and eventually adopted Assamese as the state language, as

did many of the other tribal groups, such as the Chutiyas and the Kacharis,

which also helped to create a sense of a unified state.109 In general, most state
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offices and positions of power were reserved for the Ahom nobility, and not

given to Brahmins or other non-Ahoms.

By the seventeenth century, however, the Ahom kings and Ahom nobil-

ity began to actively patronize Hindu practices, temples, and Brahmins. The

Ahom king, Pratapa Simha, who ruled from 1603–41, attributed the exorcism

of a demon that had possessed him to Brahmins, and he established a temple

to the god Siva at Deorgaon.110 He also built a temple to Siva at Bishnath.

Shortly before this time, Brahmins had begun to fill some state offices, espe-

cially that of the kakati, an envoy or messenger to other governments. Pratapa

Simha made it a more general practice to employ Brahmins in this position,

rather than the Ahom nobility, because he felt that Brahmins were less servile

and would represent him better when interacting with other rulers.111 Pratapa

Simha’s rule marked a decided shift toward Hinduization.

In general, throughout their rule, however, the Ahom kings tended to

tolerate religious diversity, offering patronage to a variety of groups.112 There

was very little religious persecution, even though the ethnic Ahom aristocracy

held most positions of power.113 Neither was there much in the way of caste

restrictions.114 This held true also even for western Assam, which was mostly

not under Ahom rule, but rather had a history of Hindu kings from the fourth

through twelfth centuries in the Varman, Salasthamba, and Pala dynasties,

and later under the Koch kings in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

Further, in an interesting deviation from much of the rest of the subconti-

nent, even the dharmasastra writers for the Kamarupa area in Assam tended

to be more lenient in rules of caste and food, allowing Brahmins to eat

meat.115

So, Assam was generally a fairly liberal place regarding caste and diet.

Further, even though the Ahoms were not initially patrons of Hinduism, they

nevertheless did not oppose the practice of Hinduism, and their position as

rulersmade Assam a generally favorable place forHindus. Also, unlike what we

find though much of north India during the medieval period, the Ahoms, with

their allies, managed to keep out Muslim invaders, with the exception of a short

period in the seventeenth century. The state tolerance of a variety of groups and

the absence of Muslim rulers generated a favorable climate for the gradual

expansion of Hinduization among the different groups in the region. Addi-

tionally, only rarely did Assam suffer widespread famine as a result of droughts,

and the abundant rains and river silt tended to keep the soil fertile with little

need for the use of composting fertilizers.116 Consequently, food production

was a generally easy task and this likely also helped contribute to the stability of

the region.
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The effect of the political climate and policy for the writers of Sanskrit

texts—and this is important to dwell upon because our source texts for this

study were likely penned by upper-caste writers—I think, tended to place

Brahmins and other upper-caste Hindu groups for the early part of the Ahom

rule through the seventeenth century on the outside of the major power struc-

tures in Assam, especially in eastern Assam. This started to shift in the six-

teenth through seventeenth centuries as Ahom rulers started to patronize

Brahmins and employ their services for the court.

On the other hand, patronage of Brahmins in western Assam began as

early as the fourth century and continued through the twelfth century, as I

mentioned, under the Varman, Salasthamba, and Pala dynasties. For the pe-

riod we are examining here, the Koch kings ruled over western Assam in-

cluding Kamakhya, beginning in the early sixteenth century. Here, patronage

of Brahmins began earlier and more vigorously than in the Ahom kingdom,

with the rule of Visva Simha in the early sixteenth century. Encouraged both by

the Koch kings and the regional Bhuyan landlords in the area around Kama-
khya, Brahmins from Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and Bengal migrated into western

Assam during the Koch rule.117 Throughout this time period Brahmins had

a much more substantial position in state government in the Koch king-

dom than in the Ahom kingdom. Even some of the most well-known Hindu

preachers, such as the sixteenth-century Saxkaradeva, the well-known Vaiq-
pava preacher, moved from the Ahom kingdom to the Koch kingdom because

the political climate was especially favorable to a Hindu preacher.118

The Koch kings, though they also patronized Vaiqpavas and Saivites, were
primarily Saktas, worshipers of the goddess, and particularly, worshipers of the
goddess at Kamakhya. Indeed, the Koch king, Naranarayan, and his brother

Sukladev/Chilaraya rebuilt the temple at Kamakhya in 1565 after the Muslim

general Kalapahar sacked it. This is the same Naranarayan/Naranarayapa we

saw earlier in the story where the priest Kendukalai betrays the goddess at

Kamakhya in order to let the king, Naranarayan, watch her dance. The Ahom

kings also eventually became Saktas as well, but they only shifted decidedly

toward Sakta Tantrism later in the seventeenth century.

Sakta Tantra

While we find in Assam from the fifteenth century onward the propagation of

Vaiqpavism, the worship of forms of the god Viqpu, which I will discuss in

more detail below, and which was certainly an important social movement

from the beginning of the sixteenth century onward, nevertheless Assam has
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a reputation as a pre-eminent site for Saktism, that is, for worship of the

goddess. Especially, we find worship of the goddess in its Tantric forms, which

involves elaborate ritual and the praxis of the ‘‘six acts’’ (qatkarmapi), rites
designed with a specific end including rites of pacification as well as rites of

destruction and of harming. Certain forms of Tantra, and in particular Sakta
Tantra, are characterized by a transgressive ritual praxis, that is, the use of

illicit substances such as meat and alcohol as ritual implements, along with

ritualized sexual union. This use of illicit substances is generally designated as

the ‘‘left-handed path’’ (vamamarga, vamacara).
As Edward Gait notes, throughout Assam Saktism was prevalent, and we

find there especially the practice of ‘‘left-handed’’ rites, involving transgres-

sion.119 In literature as well, Kamakhya in Assam gains the reputation as the

exemplary site for ‘‘left-handed’’ praxis. Gait also tells us that Sakta Tantra is a
‘‘religion of bloody sacrifices, from which even human beings were not ex-

empt. . . .When the new temple of Kamakhya [sic] was opened, the occasion was

celebrated by the immolation of no less than a hundred forty men, whose

heads were offered to the goddess on salvers made of copper.’’120M.M. Sharma

convincingly construes this as Gait’s misreading of the word paik, which refers

to the system of laborers for the state being assigned to the temple and not to

human sacrifice.121 On the other hand, Chutiya kings in eastern Assam likely

did practice human sacrifice to the goddess Tamresvarı̄.122 Also, the Tung-

khungia Buranji records an incident in the seventeenth centurywhere the Ahom

king asks one of his ministers to supply a sacrificial victim for the Chutiya city

Sadiya. The minister chooses a strong young man named Bhotai who had

killed a bear that entered into theminister’s house. TheBuranji tells us, ‘‘Having

seen such courage and pluck on the part of Bhotai, the [minister] thought of

sacrificing him at the Deoghar [temple] of Sadiya.’’123 Examples like these,

mixing Ahom and tribal practices along with Sakta practices, may help explain

Assam’s notorious reputation.

One interesting incident we find in the Ahom Buranji records that in a

battle with Muslims in 1616 c.e., the Ahom king defeated the Muslims and

then made a garland (mupdamala) of the decapitated heads of the defeated

Muslim soldiers.124 This image, of course, strikingly reflects portraits of the

goddess Kalı̄ with a garland of severed heads around her neck. It also suggests

either the influence of Tantric images of Kalı̄ on practices in Assam, or an

influence of Ahom war practices incorporated into Tantric literature, or pos-

sibly both.

While Tantric rites to the goddess, the Sakta Tantric practice, especially

of the ‘‘left-handed’’ variety, typically employs the otherwise illicit substances

such as meat and liquor, in considering this practice in Assam, however, we
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should keep in mind that Assamese food and drink practices were much more

liberal than elsewhere in India. Most of the population was nonvegetarian, and

even Brahmins in the medieval period in Assam mostly consumed a non-

vegetarian diet.125 As I noted above, even the generally orthodox dharmasastra
writers for the Kamarupa school allowed for Brahmins to follow a nonvege-

tarian diet in Assam.126 This liberal attitude regarding food and drink in As-

sam, as well as the general attenuation of caste distinctions in Assam,127 lends

itself to an easy incorporation of the transgressions of food and caste that we

find throughout Sakta Tantrism. One might argue, thus, that in this case the

use of apparently transgressive items in the Tantric ritual, such as meat, may

not have functioned particularly as an instance of transgressive ritual—which

we find as an important feature of Tantric praxis elsewhere and in other time

periods. After all, in the Assamese region the people generally ate meat, the

Ahom kings ate meat, and Brahmins in Assam also conformed to local cus-

toms and ate meat. In this case, the transgressive element in usingmeat for the

rites would be minimal.

Considering this, one wonders to what degree and in what ways the goal of

Tantric practice in Assam had to do with transgression, particularly in terms of

transgression as a defiance of codes of purity, and associated with dietary re-

strictions. Rather, we might conjecture that the goal would be likely less about

transgression, and not especially a practice designed to uproot a brahminical

sense of limited caste-bound identity such as we find in Abhinavagupta.128

Instead, the practice would serve other more magically oriented functions. We

do, in fact, particularly in the texts used for this study, find very little attention to

transcending caste identities. On the other hand, the general attitudes of the

Assamese would make Tantric practices involving meat and liquor more so-

cially acceptable and thus make it easier for such practices to actually be

practiced and to spread.

For my own use here I understand transgression to operate for these later

texts associated with Kamakhya less along the models that Sanderson finds in

his study of Brahmins in the earlier period, before and during Abhinavagupta’s

time,129 and that Urban uses in his study where he focuses on the Kalika
Purapa from the tenth through eleventh centuries.130 Rather, I understand the

word transgression with regard to the five transgressive substances—meat, li-

quor, fish, hand gestures, and the rite of sexual union—also known as the ‘‘Five

Ms,’’ especially in the context of the texts from, approximately, the seventeenth

through eighteenth centuries, studied here to suggest shifts in social aware-

ness that do not radically transform identity, so much as to offer alternative

ways of interacting with women. In this respect, the difference can be especially

seen in that, as Sanderson points out, Abhinavagupta and his commentator,
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Jayaratha, especially exclude the wife from the rite of sexual union.131 In con-

trast, in the Gandharva Tantra (GT) we find a passage that prescribes only the

wife for the rite. The GT concludes with: ‘‘When one’s own wife who travels the

path with one is a practitioner (sadhvı̄) and a good wife, then why go to other

women? Just so am I, [Siva] only with you, [Parvatı̄].’’132 Further, most of the

texts from the fifteenth through eighteenth centuries drawn from for this study

do not present the exclusion of the wife from this rite, but rather the option of

either the wife (svasakti, svastrı̄) or another woman (parasakti, parastrı̄). So we

see in the Yoni Tantra: ‘‘Having placed in the center of the ritual circle one’s

own beloved, or a well-dressed woman who is married to someone else, and

having first given marijuana, he should worship with an attitude of devo-

tion.’’133 We find also in the BT: ‘‘Beginning [the rite], O Goddess, his own wife

or the wife of someone else should be led there, and first having given a seat he

should then give her water to wash her feet.’’134

Also, in terms of caste and authorship, in Assam not only Brahmins were

literate in Sanskrit. Castes that would be classified as sudra elsewhere in India,

such as the Kayastha caste, were also proficient in Sanskrit. The Kayasthas

are elsewhere in Bengal scribes and bookkeepers who are impure in part be-

cause of their association with Muslim rulers, which again may reflect ele-

ments of dietary considerations of purity—which probably were less impor-

tant in Assam. So, for instance, the great Vaiqpava reformer Saxkaradeva was
a Kayastha who was well trained in Sanskrit.135 The castes that received an

education in Sanskrit, and who could have therefore possibly been authors of

the Sanskrit texts used for this study include several: Brahmins, of course, and

also Kayasthas, Kalitas, and Ganaks or Daivajaas.136 Even women, according to

Satyendranath Sarma, of the upper classes were taught at home to read and

write.137 This will be addressed in more detail below.

Vaiqpava Reform

In the late fifteenth century a Kayastha named Saxkaradeva/Sankardeb began

preaching a new form of Vaiqpava devotion, which involved exclusive devo-

tion to Viqpu. The form of bhakti he preached differed from the earlier de-

votion to Viqpu in the Assam region, which was a form of Vasudevism con-

nected to the Pañcaratra cult,138 and was a form that Saxkaradeva had picked

up and synthesized through an earlier pilgrimage he made throughout India.

One aspect of the new movement involved the translation into Assamese of

several important Vaiqpava texts, including the Srı̄mad Bhagavatam. He pre-

dates Caitanya, however, and began preaching his form of Vaiqpavism before
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Caitanya began preaching around 1510, though Sankaradeva’s biographies

state that he met Kabir on his first pilgrimage through India.139

Several elements of Saxkaradeva’s new bhakti are key. First, Saxkaradeva
propagated a creed that directly opposed the practice of animal sacrifice, which

was otherwise, in practice, quite common in Assam, especially in Sakta Tan-

trism. This element of Saxkaradeva’s creed seems to have had some effect. The

Englishman, Ralph Fitch, writing during the reign of Naranarayan in Koch

Behar in the last part of the sixteenth century describes the compassion for

animal life he found among the people in Naranarayan’s kingdom: ‘‘They kill

nothing. They have hospitals for sheep, goats, dogs, cats, birds and all living

creatures.’’140 It also occurred in an environment where animal sacrifice was

more generally the norm. So, for instance, Saxkaradeva’s biography tells us

that in his first meeting with his eventual successor, Madhavadeva, the latter

was on his way to sacrifice a goat to the goddess, and Saxkaradeva argued with

him and talked him out of it.141

We see what may be the reflections of this Vaiqpava practice in the BT,

where it explicitly condemns any violence, even to animals—this of course,

outside the context of the ritual propitiation of the goddess, ‘‘He should not

harm creatures, especially not domestic animals (pasu). Unless he is giving a

sacrificed animal (bali dana) to the goddess, he should everywhere avoid harm

or violence (himsa). It’s well known that there is no fault (doqa) in the violence

which is for the sake of bali dana’’ (BT 6.80–81).142

This emphasis on the problems of violence to animals, which is not so

common in earlier Tantras (and we find this injunction against harm more

than once in the BT),143 suggests that the author(s) of the BT was aware of the

Vaiqpava impact in this regard on the cultural awareness of the people, and it

appears that this author agreed with this Vaiqpava perspective in general, even

as the BT’s author exempts the Sakta practice of sacrifice from the general rule.

That the BT’s author feels a need to justify this Sakta practice may be seen

from the fact that the author continues for four verses justifying this point of

view. On the other hand, that the author readily criticizes harming animals in

all other cases may possibly suggest a later date for this portion of the BT, since

one might expect a response more like disdain to a novel practice introduced by

a newcomer. Though one might also suggest Buddhist influence in this prac-

tice of nonharm, this may be harder to trace or prove in the generally Tantric

Buddhist environment of the region and time period.

In any case, the attitude of the BT in this context does not support Hugh

Urban’s argument for Tantric practices, that ‘‘as in the case of other animal

sacrifices, the focal point of the human sacrifice is the dangerous, frighten-

ing power that lies in the severed head. Indeed the sacrificer must carefully
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observe just how and where the severed head falls.’’144 In the BT, of the thir-

teen times that the animal sacrifice (bali) is discussed (humans are nowhere

in this text recommended for sacrifice), by far the majority of cases specifies

the animal sacrifice as meat that is then to be enjoyed as food by the practi-

tioner or practitioners, or others. So we find that BT 6.337 includes the sacri-

ficed animal as part of a community feast for the male and female practitioners

(which, in this case, appears not to involve the rite of sexual union)145 and the

sacrificed animal becomes dinner.

Another discussion of the sacrificial animal revolves around the meat of

the animal as food for the wild jackals roaming about deserted places, which

were understood to be embodied representatives of the goddess. In this case,

one should ‘‘worship the Goddess Siva (i.e., the Goddess as a jackal) who has

the form of an animal (pasu rupa) in a place where there are no people’’ (BT

6.54a). The text continues, ‘‘Where one jackal is fed, there all the gods are

pleased, which is a difficult thing to obtain.’’146 This standard element of Tan-

tric ritual appears to be a food offering to the wild jackals roaming about in a

lonely place, which, practically speaking, might also otherwise harass a lone

practitioner.

Another instance involves feeding women with the sacrificed animal the

morning after the late night ritual. ‘‘After having worshipped the [goddess],

after having bowed down, after having done the mantra repetition with good

concentration, and in the morning having given the sacrificed animal to

women, perfection of the mantra will occur.’’147 In all the discussion of the

animal sacrifice in the BT, no attention is given to the head of the animal.

Instead we find repeated references to the meat. Given the mostly nonvege-

tarian diet of the Assamese, the meat from this animal sacrifice would likely

have been a welcome gift. This use of animal sacrifice as part of one’s diet is in

line with the nonvegetarian habits of the Assamese, including Assamese

Brahmins.148

Saxkaradeva also stressed exclusive devotion to Viqpu. No other deities

could be worshiped.149 Illustrating this point, we find that one of Saxkara-
deva’s disciples, a Brahmin named Vyasa Kalia, whose son had died from

smallpox, tried secretly to sacrifice to the goddess Sı̄tala Devı̄ to protect his

other ill son. When Saxkaradeva found out, he kicked the Brahmin out of the

movement.150 His successor, Madhavadeva, intensified this aspect of Sankara-
deva’s movement, with the result that the movement split into several factions

on the death of Saxkaradeva. This element of Madhavadeva’s influence on the

movement gets exemplified in a story told where Madhavadeva secretly re-

moves the ghar deuti, the household goddess kept in the kitchen, before he

agrees to eat at his teacher Saxkaradeva’s house.151 In this story he trumps
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even Saxkaradeva in his zeal to allow only the worship of Viqpu. What this

story also suggests is that this new movement was paying attention to what

women were doing, and what they were doing in what were considered tra-

ditionally women’s spaces. As we see below, this also entailed offering initia-

tion to women.

One more key element of Saxkaradeva’s movement that helped it to

spread rapidly throughout Assam was the message of equality. Saxkaradeva’s
Vaiqpava movement made no distinctions in caste or clan in giving inita-

tion,152 and the practices of the group greatly facilitated social mobility and

equality.153

Saxkaradeva also initiated women into the movement, and some women

became leaders in the movement. Two women, in fact, became heads of dif-

ferent subgroups of the movement after his death; one was his granddaughter,

Kanaklata, and another was Bhubaneswarı̄, the daughter of one of his disci-

ples.154 This acceptance of women in roles of leadership in this popular

Vaiqpava movement in Assam likely contributed to the esteem for women we

find in the texts used for this study. Or, at least, it may have reflected larger

social patterns of esteem for women in Assam in this period.

In any case, we see that some elements in the movement were drawn from

Sakta Tantrism, and perhaps some also came from Buddhism. Sakta influence
in particular surfaces in that initiation was required by all followers. Even

women who were merely cooking for a festival were not allowed to cook unless

they had been initiated.155 The idea that women should be initiated is also

something we find in the texts used for this study. The move to require the

initiation of women among both Vaiqpavas and Saktas reflects a shift in atti-

tudes toward women, though it may be difficult to judge whether the Sakta
tradition influenced the Vaiqpava tradition, or vice versa in this case.

We also find a sect of ‘‘night-worshiping’’ (ratikhowa) Vaiqpavas who ap-

parently claim to have derived from early leaders of the sect, including Mad-
havadeva, and who appear to have synthesized Sakta practices with Saxkara-
deva’s Vaiqpava movement, even though they appear to have been rejected

by more mainstream Vaiqpava groups. This suggests that a current of Sakta
practices was incorporated in a Vaiqpava milieu,156 and that even after Vaiq-
pavism became the tradition of the masses, elements of Saktism remained. 157

In a very short period of time, Saxkaradeva’s Vaiqpava movement gained a

widespread popular appeal. Its growth was also no doubt enhanced by a couple

of highly effective organizing techniques. One was the sattra system, which set

up communities of Vaiqpavas all over Assam. Another was the implementa-

tion of namghars, building structures found in most villages that were used as

community halls and places of public prayer for Vaiqpavas affiliated with the

188 appendix 1



new movement. These buildings were not like temples, in that they were

funded by the communities and they functioned as community gathering

places, not as abodes for deities.

Eventually, the group with its various branches became very powerful

and was patronized by kings, who offered large tracts of land with servants at-

tached to various sattras. The Tungkhungia Buranji tells us that before he be-

came king, the Ahom king Gadadhar, on the run from his enemies, had sought

shelter in one of the sattras. He was not especially well treated and he noticed

the extensive wealth the sattras had acquired.158 The initial tendency to ex-

clusively worship Viqpu became more pronounced, especially in the branch

deriving fromMadhavadeva, and also at times their call to exclusive devotion to

Viqpu put them at odds with the Ahom monarchy, as in the reign of Gadadhar

Simha, who tried to curb the power of the sattras. Ostensibly, his reason for

limiting the power of the sattras had to do with the fact that numerous males

were joining the sattras in order to get out of having to do the yearly three-

month service to the government that was required of citizens (paiks).

One ramification of the Vaiqpava reformmovement was that its popularity,

combined with its creed of exclusive devotion to Viqpu, tended to eclipse Sakta
Tantrism and force it to go underground as a practice.159 The earlier ascen-

dency of Saktism gave way to Saxkaradeva’s Vaiqpavism. So, for instance,

Saxkardeva’s grandfather Capdivara was a well-known Sakta, while the tide

shifted toward Vaiqpavism after Saxkaradeva. The central role of Saxkaradeva’s
Vaiqpavism, however, also started to shift back when some of the Ahom kings

became Saktas, especially when Prathamesvarı̄, who ruled in place of her

husband, Siva Simha, became the monarch. This I will discuss further below.

In any case, it is clear that while certainly some of the authors of the texts used

for this study, and especially the BT, were influenced by the Vaiqpava move-

ment, they were clearly not aligned with it, and not the least because of the

Vaiqpava prohibition against worshiping any god other than Viqpu.

Women

Women’s roles in Assam present an interesting case and we can expect that

aspects of contemporary socially prevalent attitudes toward women likely af-

fected the authors of the texts used in this study. On the darker side, we find

that slavery existed in Assam throughout the period we examine here, and

women were often sold as mere property. Even as late as the 1685, we find

a record of a woman being sold, though we should keep in mind that men

were bought and sold as well.160 Often, aspiring men offered their sisters and
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daughters in marriage alliances to other more powerful rulers in order to keep

peace or to strengthen their political position, and with these women female

slaves also were thrown into the bargain.161 We also find in the Ahom Buranji a

passage that explains and justifies why the Ahom god Lengdon sent the Ahom

rulers down to earth. One of the reasons given has to do with women. The god

Lengdon says, ‘‘There is no ruler on the earth. I think, there, the wife of one is

forcibly taken by another.’’162 Ostensibly, the function of rulers is to prevent

men from forcibly taking other men’s wives. The implicit assumption is that

women are property, liable to theft.

On the other hand, we also find in the Ahom Buranji an incident recorded

where an Ahom noblewoman defies the order of the king to send her son as a

surety to a foreign country as part of a peace treaty. Nangbakla Gabharu refuses

the king, criticizes him, and proposes to fight the enemy in place of the men.163

The king gives in to her and sends his own brother instead. This is an image of

a woman who is warlike and not cowed by any authority, especially when it

comes to protecting her children. This incident is merely anecdotal, and likely

did not represent the norm, yet, in any case, it does offer an image of women

that is not passively dependent upon men.

Apart from this document concerned with state history, we find that

women in medieval Assam generally exercised some rights and that their

movements were not especially restricted. Women did not veil themselves in

Assam.164 Nor was there a strong dowry system in place.165 One consequence

of the lack of a strong dowry system was that the birth of female children was

not considered a financial liability. In contrast, in medieval Assam we find

more commonly the practice of paying a bride-price to the family of the

woman.166 In fact, a common practice was that if the groom or his family could

not pay the bride-price, then he had to serve the family of the bride for one to

two years as payment.167

In addition to these general practices, it is also likely that tribal traditions

influenced general attitudes and practices regarding women. A number of

tribes in the Assam region were matrilineal, with property being inherited by

daughters. Here we can include the Tiwas, the Jayantias—who were especially

known as worshipers of the goddess—the Khasis, the Dimacha Kacharis, and a
modified form of matrilineality among the Rabhas.168 Some tribes like the

Mikirs also considered women to have higher divinatory powers than men.169

It is interesting, and may not be unconnected, that the fourteenth-century

Brahmin writer, Madhava Kandali, who translated into Assamese the Ra-
mayapa has Kausalya uttering protective mantras for Rama, Sı̄ta, and Lakq-
mapa as they leave for their forest exile.170 This is suggestive in light of the idea
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we find in the group of texts used for this study—that women should be

initiated because they have special skill with mantras. It suggests that this

notion may have been part of a generally accepted idea of women for Assam in

the medieval period.

We also find that women were taught at home to read and write, and we

find mention of several women who were literate, including Saxkaradeva’s
granddaughter, Kanaklata; Bhubaneshwari, who headed one the branches of

the Vaiqpava movement; and another woman named Padmapriya.171We know

about these women because they were mentioned in the annals that writers in

the Vaiqpava movement kept. It is not improbable that other women were also

educated. Other evidence for this is that the chief queen of Siva Simha, Pra-

thamesvarı̄/Phulesvarı̄ was herself educated.172 She was also initiated into the

Sakta cult by the Sakta guru Krqparama Bhattacaryya Nyayavagı̄sa, brought
from Bengal by the Ahom king, Rudra Simha. Further, she established a

school for girls in the palace grounds during her reign.173 All this suggests that

at least some women were literate. We do not have statistics, however one

might conjecture that literate women would probably have only come from

families where it was also a practice to educate men, including Brahmins and

also the Kayasthas, the Kalitas and Ganaks.

Prathamesvarı̄ herself was reportedly originally a devadası̄, a temple dancer

at the Jaysagar temple, and was likely educated in the course of her training as

a temple dancer.174 She seems to have placed a premium on education and

consequently established the school for girls during her reign. She came into

power because the king, her husband Siva Simha, was told by astrologers that

his reign would come to a disasterous end if he continued as king. The astr-

ologers’ remedy for this was that after only reigning for two years, he ‘‘trans-

ferred his kingly duties and powers to his chief queen Prathamesvarı̄.’’175 The
total length of Siva Simha’s reign was thirty years, and after Prathamesvarı̄
died, her sister Ambika took her place as head of state. Prathamesvarı̄ was,
however, not a mere figurehead for the king. She engaged in policy-making

and building as well. An ardent worshiper of the goddess, she especially tried

to popularize the goddess’s worship. One incident we hear about, in part

because it invoked the ire of some groups of the then fairly well-established

Vaiqpava movement, was that she invited a number of sudra heads of the

Vaiqpava sattras to an annual celebration of the goddess Durga and in the

course of the celebration the Vaiqpavas were given the traditional marks of

the goddess, including the red powder mark on the forehead and the mark

of the blood from the goat sacrificed to the goddess.176 This, of course, of-

fended the Vaiqpavas who as a matter of practice refused to worship any god
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other than Viqpu. The Vaiqpavas were also, in general, less liberal in their

practices toward women than the Saktas. For instance, in the religious dances

performed in the sattras, boys played the part of women.177 In general though,

we see that in Assam attitudes toward women were typically more open to the

suggestion of women in roles of leadership. This may have played a part in the

particular attitudes we find toward women in the texts consulted for this study.
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Appendix 2

Synopsis of Contents of the Brhannı̄la Tantra

Introductory Comments

The BT, which forms the primary text used in this study, has not yet

been translated from Sanskrit into English or any European lan-

guage, though as I mention earlier, it has been published, in its var-

ious versions as many as five times since the 1880s. This synopsis

is presented to give some sense of the contents of this text. This

synopsis will attempt to cover the major themes and topics addressed

in the BT. The BT is a comparatively large text, some 256 pages of

Sanskrit and the bulk of the text focus on the minutiae of precise ritual

details—by far the majority of the text’s verses simply consist of rit-

ual instruction. Probably, in its original Indian context these details

made the text a valuable ritual compendium, a handbook for the

practitioner. More information about the text is located in appendix 1.

The BT is framed throughout as a dialogue between the god Siva
and the goddess Parvatı̄, mostly with the goddess asking questions

and the god, who speaks for the bulk of the text, replying with an-

swers, stories, and ritual prescriptions.

The last chapters of the text, 18, 20, 22–24, diverge from this

general format in that they present a series of long hymns that are

known as namastotrams, a litany of names of a particular deity. In-

cluded here are the sahasranama-s of Kalı̄, and the Blue Goddess

of Speech (Nı̄lasarasvatı̄)/Tara, that is, the one thousand names of

Kalı̄, Nı̄lasarasvatı̄/Tara (the two are equated here), along with the



hundred-name hymns of these and Annapurpa. Since these are simply a list of

names, without authorial reflection and not directly relevant to the study car-

ried out here, these are mentioned but not included in the synopsis.

In addition to ritual prescriptions, however, in much smaller proportion,

we find stories and occasional philosophical explanations. This element of the

BT presents the greatest amount of authorial reflection—the ‘‘voice’’ of these

authors—and, consequently, I rely extensively upon these stories and philo-

sophical speculations for culling out the view of women that the BT presents.

There are also stories that, even though they offer much food for thought, nev-

ertheless address topics not directly relevant to the discussion of women, for

instance, the story of why the preceptor of the demons, Sukra, cursed liquor.

These also I do not draw upon for this study.

In general, I also do not present here in the synopsis a complete re-

counting of the details of ritual procedure, since this would take a great deal of

space and would likely not interest most of my readers. Additionally, much of

this ritual material is repetitive, with minor variations (though it was likely

of great importance and prized by the practitioner who employed this text for

mapping out how to do the specific rites). For considerations of space and in

the interests of the probable readers of this book, this synopsis will include

some ritual elements, especially those that are pertinent to the treatment of

women, but will not focus extensively on this element of the BT. Nor do I take

the space here to present the various mantras that the text reveals, which also

take up a fairly substantial portion of the text, and are often embedded in a

secret code, since these are also not relevant to the study at hand, and neither

are the secret codes entirely clear to me.

The synopsis is presented chapter by chapter, in order, and following the

sequence of verses within each chapter.

Who Is the Goddess?

The BT focuses on a particular set of images of the goddess, a four-armed

goddess who is dark, and though the visualizations of her vary somewhat

throughout the text, a certain coherency pervades. This goddess is called Kalı̄,
Mahakalı̄, Kalika, Nı̄la, Nı̄lasarasvatı̄, with the text consistently equating these

names as though they were different names of the same goddess. That is, for

example, one sentence says, ‘‘Now I will describe the worship of Kalı̄,’’ followed
by ritual procedure and concluded with ‘‘this then is the procedure for Nı̄la’s
worship.’’ Frequently, the text also equates these four names with Tara and

Tarinı̄, and also, though less frequently, with Sundarı̄, Tripura, Mahadevı̄,
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Paramesvarı̄, Annapurpa and Mahamaya. I give here the text of one of the

lengthier visualizations of the Blue Goddess of Speech taken from the second

chapter of the BT:

Beginning with [the sound] OM and ending with the word ‘‘homage,’’

the wise man should worship with great effort. Then one should

perform the purification of the elements [air, water, earth, fire, and

space], with the sequence of breath control. After having placed [in

oneself ] the purified elements, now one should think that the uni-

verse is empty. One [should contemplate] one’s own self as without

qualities, without stain, as pure and as made up of the Goddess

Taripı̄. Then, in the intermediate region one visualizes the letter ‘‘ah’’
in a red lotus. Again, above that one visualizes the letter ‘‘tam’’ on a

white lotus situated above that. Above that, again one visualizes the

letter ‘‘hum’’ with a blue color. Then from the letter ‘‘hum’’ [one

visualizes] a scissors adorned with syllables.1 Moving above the

scissors, one should visualize one’s own self as the Goddess Taripı̄.
Standing with the left foot forward, fierce and adorned with a gar-

land of skulls; she is crippled, dwarfish. She has a hanging big belly

and a tiger skin around her waist. She has the freshness of new youth

and is adorned with the five gestures: the happy face, the four cor-

ners, the circle, the cow face and the female organ gesture. Thus

these are well-known as the gestures in the five acts of bowing. She

has four arms and a lolling tongue; She is profoundly terrifying

and she gives boons. She holds a sword and a scissors in her two

right hands, and a skull and a lotus in her left hands. One should

visualize her with a single matted lock of hair which is yellowish-

brown and the top of her head is adorned with [the Buddha] Ak-

qobhya. She has blue snakes in the matted locks piled on top of her

head, white snakes forming her earrings, yellow snakes as bracelets

and smoky colored snakes on her arms. She is adorned with snakes

the color of the rain-clouds, and snakes shining like a strand of pearls.

She has white snakes as a shining girdle and rose-colored snakes on

her two feet. Covering both sides of her body is a long garland made

of blue lotuses. She stands in the middle of a burning cremation

ground; she has fangs. Her left and right foot are the duality standing

upon the Sapida plant on the corpse. She has a smile on her face,

revealing that she is inwardly absorbed in a trance state. She gives

fearlessness to the devotees. O Goddess [Parvatı̄], one should medi-

tate2 with this procedure on the Blue Goddess of Speech.3
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This goddess is fierce looking, but with a smile on her face and she gives

fearlessness to her devotees. She is covered in snakes and is also youthful in

appearance, even as she is typically portrayed with a distended belly. The text

tends to equate the Blue Goddess of Speech with Tara/Taripı̄, here at one point
in the visualization calling her Taripı̄, and then telling the reader at the end of

the description that this is the visualization for the Blue Goddess of Speech.

Other visualizations in particular in the BT are similar to this one, though not

as elaborate in general and we also find other elements, such as that she is

asked to ‘‘please bathe me in the rain of the nectar of good fortune’’4 and that in

one place she has blue eyes, ‘‘adorned with three eyes, the color of blue lo-

tuses.’’5 Also we see that this Blue Goddess of Speech is a Ruler of Speech

(vacamı̄svarı̄ ) and that she ‘‘gives the attainment which fulfills all desires

through bestowing the ability to compose eloquent poetry in meter and nat-

ural, unaffected prose.6

On a couple of occasions (which may be interpolated) the BT refers to a

scheme of three goddesses, Para, Parapara, and Apara, associated with earlier

Trika and Srı̄ Vidya traditions; however, this is more rare. Especially Kalı̄, Tara,
and Nı̄lasarasvatı̄ throughout this text confer the power of eloquence. This is a

theme repeated constantly throughout the BT. Specific rites for specific gains

appear throughout the text but the attainment of eloquence remains a con-

sistent focus.

The BT appears to be influenced by other Tantric texts, notably Sakta texts,
and yet takes an interesting position on women at various places throughout.

So, for instance, the story related in the twelfth chapter of the BT, where the

goddess saves the gods, echoes the recounting of the episode in the Kalika
Purapa where the goddess kills the demon Mahiqa for the sake of the gods,

even to the extent that both texts record what appears to be an initial victory but

where the gods are again constrained to have to wait for the goddess to fully,

finally, kill the demon (KP 62.54ff.; BT 12.23–85). However, the BT departs in

its figuring of the goddess. In the KP recounting the goddess is formed out of

the energies (saktis) that the gods in their rage emit; the energies come to-

gether to form the body of the goddess whose various weapons are the par-

ticular energies associated with each of the various gods. This is also how the

story is told in the (presumably) earliest version, in the Devı̄ Mahatmya. How-

ever, the BT differs first in that the goddess is not formed out of the ener-

gies emitted from the gods. She is conceived as entirely independent and

notably clearly more powerful. Second, it is she who emits the weapons out

from her body, as vidyas, mantras that are fierce, dancing goddesses, which

then defeat the demons, who in this version remain nameless and plural
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(12.83). It is probably important in the representation of woman that in the

earlier version, the fierce goddess appears as a psychological displacement of

the male gods’ impotent rage. This no doubt feeds into a mostly unarticulated

but pervasive construction of the ugly half of the bifurcated feminine as the

emblem of fierce, irrational rage—the powerful destructive rage of Kalı̄. The
independent Blue Sarasvatı̄ of the BT appears to be less a raging, destructive

goddess and more a compassionate, if somewhat disinterested, omnipotent/

female who deigns to appear into the thick of worldly wars, to help the gods

because she is moved by their worship (12.48, 66ff., especially 12.76). She

herself divines their needs when they are inarticulate in her presence (12.78f.).

Also the myth of how Blue Sarasvatı̄ turns blue portrays this goddess as not

entirely omnipotent. In this story she is vulnerable to the violence of the

demons.

Chapter 1

The first chapter, with sixty-six verses, addresses the root mantra, the primary

mantra of the practitioner, along with the rules for the twilight offerings. The

chapter begins by extolling the BT, declaring it should be kept secret, and

listing the subjects that the BT will cover, including the procedures for wor-

ship, recitation ofmantra, practice of seasonal rituals, and those engaged in for

a specific purpose, as well as for the fire ceremony, and states of devotion and

trance (bhava). The text also declares it will discuss the hidden worship cere-

mony, secret mantras, and the secret mode of reciting the mantra. Other

subjects include the use of gold, silver, and mercury ash; a description of

mercury; and the definition of the six acts (the six goals and procedures in

Tantric ritual, including killing, paralyzing, driving away, creating enmity,

controlling others, and rites that bring peace and prosperity). In this chapter

Siva tells the goddess the mantra for Blue Sarasvatı̄, which functions primarily

to bestow eloquence. This chapter also gives the ritual procedure for taking a

bath. This chapter also makes reference to the doubling of the ritual in the

prescription of Vedic rites and the Tantric equivalent, which a Tantric practi-

tioner was often expected to perform. That the text prioritizes the Vedic ritual,

enjoining its performance before the Tantric ritual, may indicate a tendency

toward an orthodoxy, that is, the writer of this first chapter tends to be more

orthodox. This continues through the fifth chapter after which point the BT

shifts to a less orthodox position, including describing the sex rite and rites to

be performed upon corpses.
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Chapter 2

Entitled the ‘‘Description of the 16 Offerings of the Ritual Along with Hymns,’’

this chapter contains 156 verses and focuses on the ritual of worship and where

it should be performed. The deities that should be included in the preliminary

worship include Gapesa, Batuka, the local spirits guarding the area (kqe-
trapala), and the accomplished female practitioners (yoginı̄), and then other

deities, mostly goddesses, such as Lakqmı̄, Puqti, Tuqti, and so on. This chapter
also stresses the role of the teacher. It also contains a hymn to the goddess

(2.119ff.), which contains a refrain ‘‘trahi mam sarapagatam’’ reminiscent in

style of theDurga Saptasatı̄. This hymn is also found in theNı̄lasarasvatı̄ Tantra

7.12–25 with numerous minor variations.

This chapter also gives three visualizations of the goddess. I give this first

one in detail above, and have translated it because it is quite interesting, and

appears to suggest some affinities with Buddhist Tantric mediations through

the use of a meditation on letters. This first visualization (2.43ff.) involves first

a meditation on three seed syllables successively, first the letter letter ah in a

red lotus, then one meditates on an tam on a white lotus situated above that.7

After this is meditation on the syllable hum in blue above the white lotus,

situated near it. After that, from the ‘‘hum’’ bı̄ja one meditates on the ‘‘kar-

trikam’’ the scissors, adorned with letters, the bı̄ja.8 The practitioner should

then think of emptiness, of the universe as empty; one’s own self is visualized

as consisting of Taripı̄, without qualities (gupa), without stain. The BT then

gives the visualization.

The second visualization occurs in conjuction with the cakras, the psychic

wheels in the body associated with the kupdalinı̄, here with only five cakras

rather than the more well-known six, plus the space at the top of the head

(brahmarandhra). The fifth here is the tongue (2.112ff.). The nomenclature of

svadhiqthana for the second cakra indicates in this case probably some influ-

ence from the Kubjika tradition most likely via the Srı̄ Vidya (though the

number of cakras differs), especially given the references to bindu, ardhacandra,

and suqumpa in 2.136ff. Also, this section (2.136ff.) offers a relatively sophis-

ticated use of language, compared with much of the rest of the BT, suggesting

that it is likely an interpolation. In any case it reflects a certain hodgepodge

quality that we tend to find in this text, likely pointing to more than one author,

with some authors adding piecemeal material from a variety of traditions.

The third visualization is similar to the first presented above with a some-

what fierce representation of the goddess, with a garland of skulls, adorned in

snakes, but notably, here as well shown as smiling, in the bloom of youth and
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‘‘raining the nectar of good fortune’’ (2.40ff. and 2.136ff.). Interestingly, in

this third visualization she is depicted with blue eyes. In both she holds a

scissors.

Chapter 3

The third chapter is fairly short, only fifty-six verses. It focuses primarily upon

initiation and appears fairly orthodox with, as one might expect in a chapter

titled ‘‘Description of the Procedures for Initiation’’ an especial attention to the

importance of the guru. The list of items given to the guru in the worship of the

guru includes an appropriately adorned seat, water for washing the feet, the

offering of scented water, water for sipping, frankincense as incense, a well-lit

lamp, tasty food, different types of fruits together with a variety of juices, an

offering of a handful of flowers smeared with sandalwood paste, and a well-

decorated bed and couch (3.49–54). One should worship the guru’s wife as

well; however, one should not massage her feet, as one is enjoined to do with

the guru, because a young wife, the text tells us, doesn’t know the difference

between vice and virtue (3.56), and presumably might be susceptible to an

indiscretion.

Chapter 4

The fourth chapter is about the ‘‘preliminary’’ ritual required for perfecting a

mantra, (purascaryavidhi). This chapter, with 113 verses, focuses primarily on

the procedure for reciting a mantra, including a discussion of the merits of the

various types of rosaries (mala). For instance, a rosary made from the skulls of

outcastes killed in battle spontaneously gives one the magic power one desires

(4.25ff.). (There may still be some preference given to this choice of rosary,

given a recent news item in April 2004, which described several smugglers

who were captured by the Nepali police as they were bringing in sacks of skulls

from India.) The text also gives the procedure for mantra repetition where the

counting is done on one’s fingers (4.52ff.). The text then gives directions for the

ancillary procedures, including reciting the mantra while making an offering

into the ritual fire, making a water offering with the mantra (tarpapa), and
pouring milk on the image of the deity while reciting themantra (abhiqekha). In
addition to these three, the fifth element of purascarapa includes feeding sages
(vipra). Instead of the word brahmapa to refer to a Brahmin, the text uses uses

the word vipra (4.71).9
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Interestingly, in the description of the appropriate method for repeating

themantra, which includes, for instance, that one should always have a lamp lit

while performing the repetition, the text also says ‘‘whoever does not know the

vagina gesture (yoni mudra), which is the enlivening power of the mantra, how

can [that person] perfect the mantra, even with a hundred thousand repeti-

tions?’’ (mantrartham mantracaitanyam yonimudram na vetti yah| satakotijape-
napi katham siddhir varanane || 4.74).

The text proceeds here in a fairly technical discourse upon the proper

procedure for mantra repetition until the goddess interjects with an entirely

new topic: whether the (male) practitioner should go to (i.e., have sexual

contact) with the wives of other men (4.92ff.). Here again, as in the preceding

chapters, the god’s response to the goddess helps us to map the text’s relation

toward the transgressive elements of Tantra. With a style reminiscent of

classical mı̄mamsa exegesis, the author delineates a method for interpreting

contradictory statements in the Vedas, first stating that there are four Vedas,

and listing the ‘‘Sama, Yajus and R.g, etc.,’’ then declaring that the Vedas are the

absolute Brahman itself, and have no author, but are self-existent (svayambhu).
Because, for this author, the Vedas prohibit relations with other men’s wives,

the text’s author declares that the sex rite should be performed with one’s wife.

The author is aware that some Tantric texts prescribe going to other men’s

wives, but corrects these as meaning simply that in imagination only, one

practices this, not in actuality (parastriyam mahesani manasa bhavayañ japet,

4.105a). The author here offers the view of performing the sex rite only with

one’s own wife. (This position is elsewhere in the BT both reversed and also

incorporated into an indifference to the issue of whether the woman in the rite

is one’s own or another man’s wife, suggesting more than one author for the

text.) The text at this point continues with superlative praise of the Tantric sex

rite, that it gives one a rebirth in heaven, or else final enlightenment (4.106ff.),

and that one should in fact go to another man’s wife (tasmat kuryat sadha-
kendrah paradaragamam subhe, 4.109b), albeit, presumably, only through visu-

alizing the rite in one’s mind.

Chapter 5

This chapter contains 258 and one-half verses. After giving specific details for

the daily worship (nitya puja), this chapter proceeds with a long discussion on

liquor. Like the fourth chapter, this one also reveals a fundamental tension

regarding the transgressive practices of left-handed Tantra. In response to a

question by the goddess, Siva replies that the twice-born should not drink
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liquor, and then continues with a thorough differentiation of eleven different

types of liquor. Drinking liquor is censured (ninda) the god explains; a pen-

ance is prescribed for one who breaks the rule. And here the same word

vaidhetara, ‘‘rule-breaker,’’ literally, one who practices otherwise than what is

enjoined is used as in chapter 4 with respect to those who go to the wives of

other men.

The author then tells the story of how liquor became prohibited (5.27ff.).

The guru for the demons, Sukra (lit., ‘‘semen’’), had been reciting a mantra for

thousands of years with no result. At a certain point, disgusted with his lack of

progress and tempted by the celestial nymphUrvası̄, he united with the nymph

and at the point of ejaculation had a flash of insight. He realized that the

barrier to perfection of the mantra was the rum he imbibed each day. Furious,

he cursed liquor so that no one could perfect a mantra ever if the person drank

liquor. After a hundred more years, the goddess Kalı̄ appeared to him and

upbraided him for cursing liquor, explaining to him that the mantra could not

be perfected because he did not say mantras over the wine before drinking it.

The curse on liquor was then modified, so that one could drink liquor and still

perfect the mantra if one recited a mantra over the liquor before drinking it.

The text also prescribes substituting other substances for liquor. For instance,

the practitioner can offer sugar mixed with fresh or dried ginger.

The text also gives an extensive list of holy sites for worshiping the god-

dess. Preeminent among places conducive to worship of the goddess is Ka-
makhya, Kamarupa (5.69), which the author extols for several verses (5.69–73).

Chapter 6

This chapter entitled ‘‘The Description of the Rules for the Clan (Kula) Worship

and the conduct of the worshipper of the Goddess and so on’’ forms the longest

in the text, with 398 verses. This chapter in particular contains much of sig-

nificance for this study (so I give greater detail for this chapter), and presents a

shift toward the left, that is, toward the transgressive. With this chapter the text

moves toward an unabashed promulgation both of the worship of women

generally, and includes at parts also the worship of women in conjunction with

the sex rite. Here also, the author displays an indifference toward whether

one performs the rite with one’s own wife or with the wife of another person

(6.21, 76).

What is also interesting in this chapter is that the author here places stress

on knowledge of the written texts associated with transgressive traditions. The

goddess places as a precondition for the practice of the transgressive sex rite
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that the aspirant must know the textual traditions (kula sastra) and be worthy

(arhas) (6.2).

This chapter also breaks the divide whereby ordinary women and god-

desses are two different categories, where the goddess should be worshiped,

but not an ordinary woman. Here the BT assimilates the form of goddess to the

living woman who is worshiped as an instantiation of the goddess. ‘‘If a young

woman is worshipped, then all the supreme Goddesses are worshipped’’ (6.4).

Also, ‘‘One is smeared with many obstacles if he does not worship a beloved

woman’’ (6.5).

By worshiping nine women and five women the aspirant gains the same

fruits as gifting a Brahmin who is versed in the Vedas land that yields a good

crop of corn and grain, and the same fruit as feeding one thousand and one

hundred people, and that of donating a well, a water tank, and a water reservoir

for Siva and Krqpa (6.7–11a).

The text also gives the procedure for worshiping a woman in conjunction

with the sex rite, whether his own or someone else’s (svakantam va parastriyam,

6.21). The rite includes feeding her; bowing to her; making offerings of water,

of scents, delightful flowers with scent, frankincense incense; a light made with

ghee, in a copper dish; a coconut; as well as different fruits along with the

Indian version of after-dinner mints—the mild intoxicant betel nut, ‘‘which is

tasty and well-dressed’’ (6.28). Further, one should give to the woman one is

worshiping whatever she desires so that she will become especially pleased

(6.30b). After this one writes with sandalwood paste a variety of ‘‘seed’’ mantras

on the body of the woman. He offers her cloth and flowers on her sex organ.

Then he bows to her with a gesture of submission, lying flat on the ground. The

text enjoins this gesture three times, or so long as the drqti, the sight or vision of

the goddess does not arise (6.40b). After this the text describes the procedure

of the sex rite, which it notes should be accompanied by the recitation of the

aspirant’s mainmantra (mula mantra). This procedure, which is named as ‘‘the

Kalı̄ method,’’ affords magical perfection (siddhi) (6.44). (Notably, this prelim-

inary procedure of worshiping a woman as a deity is often missing or strikingly

curtailed and brief in other Tantric texts, which espouse the performance of the

rite of sexual union, in the KCT, for instance, or the MNT, or the YT.)

The rite should be performed in a lonely place, and the text prescribes the

use of meat in the food offering (naivedyam) (6.49). The leftover meat should

be fed to any stray animal that happens by; the aspirant should call out ‘‘Kali,
Kali’’ (in the vocative) to bring the goddess in the form of a stray animal.

The BT likens the worship of women (kulapuja) to the orthodox rites for

the ancestors; both should be performed regularly (6.53).
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This chapter also delineates the prescribed daily conduct of the worshipers

of the goddess. This includes arising in the morning and bowing to the tree of

the clan (kula) (following this the text lists eight types including neem tree and

lemon tree, among others), meditating on the guru in the head, and mentally

worshiping the guru as free from disease. Then he imagines the root feminine

mantra (mula vidya—the mantra associated with a goddess that is the main

mantra of the aspirant’s practice). He visualizes it as a light, shining like ten

million suns flooding his body with nectar from root cakra at the base of the

spine up to the soft spot on the skull at the top of the head (6.68ff.).

Following this the aspirant should bow to a woman (or women) with the

text emphasizing the importance of bowing to women. With this the text lists a

variety of women one should bow to, including a little girl, an intoxicated

young woman, a beautiful woman, and also a contemptible, vile woman, a

wicked woman. Having bowed to any of these, the aspirant should reflect upon

the notion that blame or criticism of women and lying to women and hitting

women should be avoided; women do not like it. Consequently, one should not

engage in this type of behavior. As a further incentive the text notes that act-

ing in these undesirable ways prevents the attainment of perfection (siddhi)

(6.73b–75a). Interestingly, this particular act of bowing is also not performed in

conjunction with, or as a part of, the sex rite but exists as an independent

activity. It serves to inculcate a general attitude toward women independent of

the attitude toward women taken in the course of the rite.

At this point in the text the BT emphatically encodes this veneration of

women. ‘‘Women are Gods; women are one’s life-breath’’ (6.75b). After this the

text also recommends the inverted posture for the sexual intercourse (6.76b),

which places the woman physically in the upper position, on top of the male.

The text also lists general practices the aspirant should avoid, which appear to

be mostly sectarian, such as smearing the path up to a holy site with cow dung

(a practice of the Ramanuja sect), but also, more generally, with the exception

of the ritually prescribed animal sacrifice, the aspirant should avoid harming

other creatures at all times (6.80f.).

In general, the aspirant should behave civilly and peacefully, be slow to

revile others, be externally engaged in Vaiqpava conduct, that is, conduct that

tends to accommodate others rather than engage in dispute with others (or so

this seems to be the import here). One should be always engaged in helping

out (6.87f.). This Vaiqpava element suggests a northeastern provenance for the

BT; it also presents a model of behavior that combines an appreciation for

women and a socially agreeable practitioner, which suggests a moment in the

historical movement of this Saktaism where this author was attempting to
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galvanize a public persona of the Sakta, the follower of the goddess as a socially
responsible member of the community.

This chapter also delineates a variety of omens indicating that a particular

goddess has accepted the aspirant’s worship. So, for instance, if one sees a red

cloth or a red flower this signals that the goddess Tripurambika has accepted

his worship (6.94).10 Following this the text gives a number of ritual pre-

scriptions, including the sequence for installing the mantra and its seer (the

sage who revealed themantra) in the aspirant’s body, as well asmantras for Kalı̄
and a visualization of Kalika Bhuvanesvarı̄. The text also outlines the procedure
for purifying the elements in the body (the earth, water, air, etc., which make

up the human body), known as bhuta suddhi, along with a secretmantra for the

goddesses Kalı̄, procedures for worshiping the goddesses Annapurpa, Tara,
and Sundarı̄, and additional ritual prescription, including a rite enabling a king

to conquer his enemy.

In a lengthy section this chapter also delineates the kamya rites, rites

engaged for a specific purpose. Definitions of each of the six types (qatkarmapi)
of kamya rites are given along with the appropriate times, colors, postures, and

ritual accoutrements for performing each.

Notably, the author also makes a plea for an expansive attitude toward a

variety of other Hindu traditions without placing his own, the Kaula dharma,

above these others: ‘‘Listen to the knowledge of everything which is situated

within. The Vaiqpava, the Gapapatya, the Saiva, and the Sambhava, yoga,

samnyasin, all these religious paths and the Kaula path; all are to be com-

mended’’ (6.240f.). Without digressing too extensively, I will note here that

given the general pattern of what Diana Eck calls ‘‘inclusivism’’ in Indian

traditions, where other groups are tolerated but only to be subordinated to

one’s own preeminent tradition, this remarkable easiness with other groups

displayed here in the BT is noteworthy.11

Intermixed within the external ritual prescriptions are occasional refer-

ences to inward meditation on the goddess, such as ‘‘now, in the middle of the

space between the eyebrows, one should see with one’s own eyes your shining

luster, in the middle of the upper part of the nose your light, which is salu-

brious, free from disease (anamayam), white, shining with the light of ten

million moons, and sharp, equal to the radiance of ten million suns’’ (6.250f.).

Here one finds also references to the goddess as the kupdalinı̄ , rising through

the subtle channels in the spine (6.70 and also earlier, 4.49ff.).

At times we see stress on the importance of the inner attitude, focusing

on making the mind happy, pleased: ‘‘How does the mind (cetas) become

pleased?’’ (6.254). This attention to the inner attitude of the aspirant also ap-

pears elsewhere (4.112f.; 21.24ff.).
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In this context in this chapter, the focus on the mind, on the inner attitude,

functions to inculcate a faith in a theistic scheme. The cause for the trans-

formation of the mind is the action of the gods upon the mind (6.256). At the

same time at this point in the text, the BT emphasizes a nondual philosophical

stance (6.245, 264).

This chapter also includes a number of short hymns to the goddess, one

in particular praising her as the absolute both with form and without form

(6.272f.) and praise of the sacred syllable ‘‘om,’’ which frees one from the sin of

killing a Brahmin and from the curse of Sukra (6.281; presumably the curse

Sukra placed on those who drink wine, found in the preceding chapter). Also

contained in this chapter are instructions for the rite performed upon on a

corpse.

In conjuction with the rite upon the corpse, the aspirant should hope to see

Satı̄ (6.289). In this context also one makes the water offering (tarpapa) with
liquor (6.293).

Interestingly, the text asserts that the aspirant should not ever insult the

food, which is used as the offering for the ritual. ‘‘If one insults the food then

Kalı̄ will chew him up’’ (6.296). At this point a list of animals suitable for the

animal sacrifice (bali) is given.

Following this the text steps outside of a delineation of ritual procedures

and presents a clear outline of behavior toward women. Perhaps what may be

one of the most salient aspects of this section is that it moves beyond the mere

ritual treatment of woman—in the limited confines of the rite. This move

controverts the more common assertion that the woman may be treated like a

deity during the rite, but that this does carry over into the everyday attitudes

toward women. Here the text prescribes a permanent reverence toward wo-

man. Interestingly, this extends beyond the woman worshiped in the rite to

include ‘‘the females of beasts, of birds, and of humans’’ (6.301). So the BT

asserts, ‘‘Women are not to be harmed [even] mentally, and especially [this

applies to] his own women’’ [i.e., his female dependents, the women one

interacts with on a daily basis.] ‘‘The form of the feminine is everywhere you,

made manifest, O Goddess’’ (6.300–301). Indeed virtue arises from the wor-

ship of women (6.302), and further, one should not ever hit women. When the

sakti (here this may refer to women in general or it may mean his partner in

the ritual) is pleased then she [the goddess] is pleased (6.303).

When the goddess is pleased, she manifests by signs; she appears as a

variety of animals, especially including the jackal (6.305f.). We also see that

when the sakti, the woman, is pleased then the goddess is pleased, and then

the mind is pleased (6.310). With this attitude the god Siva becomes pleased

(6.312).
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Following this the text engages in a bit of philosophic discourse that

sounds somewhat like the world-denying attitudes we find in Advaita Vedanta.

The author declares, ‘‘Know that the body is made of impurity and the mind is

fickle. There is no getting rid of impurity, so how can meditation happen?’’

(6.317), and ‘‘Fear, shame, hatred, etc., deep sleep, illusion, etc., unripened

illusion, grief and worry, etc.—these are the various states of mind which those

who have bodies have to bear’’ (6.319f.). This apparently rather untantric life-

denying position is immediately followed by a praise of liquor as ‘‘the very

form’’ of the goddess. It can give everything and removes a number of faults

such as weakness, sickness, and timidity (6.322ff.). Given the fourth chapter’s

tentative and ambivalent acceptance of liquor, the shift here suggests more

than one author.

The BT also makes a significant and interesting departure from the usual

presentation of transgressive behavior. In listing the notorious Five Ms, the

five substances that make up a transgressive ritual—which in the Sanskrit all

begin with the letter m, the BT presents a different list. Perhaps appropriately

so, given this text’s radical, attitude toward women, the fifth transgressive el-

ement is women. Unlike other Tantric lists that can present varying degrees of

fluidity, the list of Five Ms doesn’t typically vary. The list is typically presented

as wine (madya), meat (mamsa), fish (matsya), parched grain (mudra),12 and

sexual intercourse (maithuna). The list in the BT replaces parched grain with

woman (mahila) and uses the highly respectful form of the Sanskrit word,

mahila, which is best translated as ‘‘lady’’ (6.329). So the BT’s list includes

sexual practice and women, suggesting with this list that sexual practice is a

different transgression than the transgression involving women. This digres-

sion is all the more interesting since the text presents these five as normative,

when in fact this list in the BT is unusual.

Following this the text outlines a procedure for a left-handed rite per-

formed at night with liquor (6.335ff.). This rite adheres to the prescriptions

given earlier, including flowers, incense, and so forth, and also specifies that

the food quantity should be equal to the liquids. One particular form of this

rite, like the cakra puja, the sex rite involving numerous couples,13 involves a

number of men and women, though the rite here with a group, as I note in

appendix 1, does not culminate in the rite of sexual union. The BT also pro-

hibits using force of any sort, physical or mental, to coerce a woman’s partic-

ipation in the rite of sexual union (6.343).

At this point the author again reminds the reader that the aspirant should

at all times act with compassion toward others and should, with the exception

of the ritual sacrifice (bali), avoid harming others, human and nonhuman

(6.345f.). Here the BT advises normative behaviors according to caste and
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veneration of Brahmins and the saligrama, the fossilized stone sacred to Viqpu.
However, while these general rules of orthodoxy, including partaking of ritu-

ally consecrated food, and not touching members of other castes, apply during

the day, at night when one meets with the members of the clan of goddess

devotees, these rules do not apply. The BT extols this particular worship of the

goddess. Immensely salvific, it should be kept secret, only divulged to devotees

(6.351ff.).

The final verses of the chapter continue with precise ritual procedures and

the results they bring; for instance, if one makes the water libation (tarpapa)
mixed with coconut water, one attains all one’s goals (6.369); with pepper

mixed in the water, one’s enemies are destroyed (6.370); and so on in like

fashion, including also a rite for making an enemy army sick (6.383).

Chapter 7

This chapter, entitled ‘‘The Procedure for Subjugation, etc., and aDescription of

the Sequence for Worship of the Young Girl’’ is also lengthy, containing 293

verses. The chapter focuses on a description of a variety of ritual procedures for

the infamous six acts, that is, creating enmity, causing death, forcing a person

to leave town, and so forth, as well as controlling others (vas ı̄karapa), and
bringing about general welfare (puqti).

In addition, the text also supplies mantras that give wealth and protection,

knowledge and children, and that should be written and worn on the body, on a

woman’s left arm and on the right arm for a man, and around the neck for a

child (7.20ff.). Ritual procedure abounds in this chapter; also given is a rite of

passage for a young boy, which involves writing amantra on the child’s tongue

with either a gold stick or a blade of durva grass. This gives the child poetic

ability (7.45ff.).

At one point in the rite, the person performing the rite for the child sings a

hymn into the left ear of the mother (7.64–72). The hymn, which is borrowed

from the earlier KCT (3.35–44), is similar to the celebrated Devı̄ Suktam of the

Devı̄ Mahatmya with its litany of names of the goddess and similar stylistically

with its repetitive refrain ‘‘By your compassion, take away my obstacles and

give me all perfection’’ (krpaya hara me vighnam sarvasiddhim prayaccha me). It

also tends to philosophize the goddess both as the supreme, impersonal, ab-

solute Brahman—‘‘O Mother, O Goddess, honor to you, sinless, who has the

form of the absolute Brahman’’ (7.64) and who ‘‘comprise the object and the

subject, who makes both subject and object manifest externally [in the world]’’

(miti-matr-maye devi miti-matr-bahiqkrte, 7.72).
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After this the goddess asks the god Siva to tell her the procedure for the

transgressive sex practice (mahacı̄na krama, 7.82). The god initially complies,

and in the process reveals a secret: a reversal in the usual cosmic order of

sentient spirit and insentient matter—that the goddess is spirit (dehin) and the

male god is matter (deha).

Following this Siva appears to think better of his agreement to reveal the

practice, since he would not only be revealing this to her but also to the rest of

creation. Presumably she would pass this knowledge on to humans as well as

other beings, gods, demons, and the Indian equivalent of fairies, among oth-

ers. The god’s objection to the revelation of this powerful truth is that most

of the world’s inhabitants—whether human, divine, or semidivine, animal or

demonic—are ‘‘engaged in bad deeds.’’ Most are very stupid ( jada: tara); ‘‘the
nature of all these is such that all are mutually fighting in battle’’ (7.89f.).

The goddess then cajoles him with a hymn praising his compassion

(7.92ff.), which causes him to relent. This dramatic device serves to psycho-

logically frame the author’s agenda: the textually necessary revelation of the

procedure for the rite. The god then reveals the secret rite (mahacı̄na krama),

elsewhere referred to as the ‘‘practice of Kalı̄.’’ The procedure abandons the

otherwise ubiquitous proliferation of precise rules regulating ritual praxis. So

there are no fixed times (7.104), and in a striking contrast to nearly all ritual

performance elsewhere on the subcontinent, no concern or need for purity

(7.107), nor is there any impiety attached to this practice (adharma, 7.116).

Contrary to normative ritual expectations, without having bathed, the practi-

tioner can eat and worship, and without having worshiped, the practitioner can

eat (7.109). ‘‘The rules are according to his will in this practice of the great

mantra’’ (7.115). The praxis also emphasizes a mental performance rather than

an external performance (7.103f.). One single element is obligatory: the prac-

titioner should never criticize women (7.110). His love of women should in-

crease and even if women hurt him tremendously, one should not direct ill will

or hatred toward them, but should rather worship them (7.111).

When the author describes something transgressive, as here, as if to

apologize, the author reminds the readers ‘‘there is no wrong doing (adharma);

this path (dharma) is great’’ (7.116a), in this case followed with an emphasis on

the inner state of the aspirant: ‘‘One should be mentally filled with joy, what-

ever one does’’ (7.116b).

This practice also presumably involves the sexual encounter with a wo-

man. In this context also, if the aspirant sees a menstruating woman, one

should recite a mantra one thousand times. Following this, in describing the

particularities of the rite, the text then engages in coded figurative language,

which, as a guess here, may be referencing bodily fluids (cf. White, The Kiss of
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the Yoginı̄: Tantric Sex in Its South Asian Contexts (Chicago: University of

Chicago Press, 2003). The ‘‘flower’’ of the tree of the mahacı̄na may refer to

menstrual fluid (7.128, 132).14 Most of this section of the text (7.128–42) in-

volves a figurative and coded language, which would probably be best deci-

phered with the help of an oral tradition. Night is an optimal time for doing

mantra repetition (7.135), as well as the eighth and fourteenth days of the lunar

cycle, reversing the earlier expressed disavowal of any adherence to rules of

timing, and so forth.

One point of interest, however, is that the text declares that entering into

the house of the female partner (lata, lit., the creeper, vine) gives a greater

result than the rite that involves sitting upon and worshiping a corpse (7.142b).

In this context also the text prescribes that the aspirant offer bilva leaves, the

root of the tree of the mahacı̄na, that is, probably the menstrual fluid, along

with marrow, or fat (?) (majja) in the cremation ground in the company of a

woman. If she does not run away then he acquires great merit. The rites with

corpses, the text declares, are not worth one-sixteenth of a portion of the po-

tency of this rite with a woman in the cremation ground (7.140–42). These rites

also include offering one’s own flesh, and one’s blood (7.1.49b). Sexual union

is salutary (7.145).

This particular section of the seventh chapter comprising verses 7.120–70

most resembles the Yoni Tantra (see also the thirteenth chapter of the BT). The

voice of the author shifts and the style of language shifts somewhat also. We

also find things like a reference to the woman’s pubic hair (notably discussed

in several places in the Yoni Tantra but otherwise absent in the BT, except in

one other section of the BT that resembles the YT, in the thirteenth chapter).

However, unlike the Yoni Tantra, we find also a simultaneous increase in

cryptic, codified speech (7.128ff.). Along with this, the text more exclusively

focuses on the magical results especially attained from menstrual fluid. After

describing the procedure for making an offering with the sexual fluids of the

male and the female, the text enjoins the aspirant to abandon his disgust, his

aversion, and worship the sex organ of the woman (7.170).

Following this, the author focuses on the inner workings of the goddess as

energy, the mystical feminine force of the kupdalinı̄ (7.172–87).
Then a remarkable section occurs that extols the spiritual capacities and

attainments of women as a class. ‘‘The restrictions which hamper men are not

[a problem] for women. Anything whatsoever, by any means and moreover,

always, from all sides, simply by meditating, women acquire perfection, magic

power (siddhi), without a doubt’’ (7.188b–89). The text goes on to list a series of

metaphors that are apparent truisms, that is, ‘‘just as by drinking milk, joy

arises for a hungry person’’ (7.192), ‘‘just as by merely remembering the
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Gaxga, one is freed from sin’’ (7.196), which are similes illustrating by ex-

ample, that women, just by mere contemplation, acquire perfection, even the

power to confer boons upon others (7.198a). The even more remarkable con-

clusion of this encomium on women is the logical conclusion the text reaches.

That is, the only reasonable thing to do is to initiate the women in one’s clan.15

After this the author recounts a story that Narada, the celestial and para-

digmatic devotee of the god Viqpu, tells the goddess Parvatı̄ (7.203ff.). The
story recounts how Indra lost a battle with demons and then took refuge in the

guru of the gods, Brhaspati. Brhaspati counsels him on how to protect himself,

and explains that the demons cannot be conquered while on the surface of the

earth. Brhaspati then relates the method for acquiring mastery over the de-

mons (7.209ff.). One of the ostensible morals of the story is the power of the

Blue practice, that is, the meditative practice directed to the Blue Goddess

Sarasvatı̄ (the Blue Goddess of Speech) (7.210).16

Along with this the guru of the gods emphasizes the importance of pro-

viding a livelihood for teachers (7.217f.). The story continues with the powerful

demons abandoning right conduct, and as a consequence, eventually them-

selves falling on hard times (7.223f.). The text then provides instructions for

the worship of a young girl, including the construction of the altar area

(7.229ff.).

Following this a more elaborate description of the worship of a young girl

(kumarı̄) ensues, a rite that is ostensibly not connected with the sex rite. In this

rite, which occurs during the waxing half of the lunar month, a girl child the

same age as the corresponding lunar day is worshiped (i.e., a one-year-old on

the first day, a two-year-old on the second day) up to the full moon with a

sixteen-year-old girl (7.246ff.). If we take puqpa to mean menstrual fluid as

Schotermann does with the Yoni Tantra, then none of the young girls should

have commenced menstruation in order to participate in the ritual (7.250).

This section of the text also presents a curious shift to a tripartite form of

the goddess as Para, Parapara, and Apara incarnate as the young girl (7.243f.).

This tripartite scheme is associated with the much earlier nondual tradition

of the tenth-century writer, Abhinavagupta,17 and as we might expect in this

context, the text references here terminology associated with the speculative

yoga of this tradition (bindu 7.255ff.), which the BT in general tends not to draw

upon.

The text continues with ritual details and presents the benefits of wor-

shiping the young girl (7.256ff.). The young girl is the visible form of the

yoginı̄ , the female ascetic.18 She is the incarnate form of all the gods (7.275).

Consequently, when the young girl is worshiped, all the gods, as well as lesser

spirits and demons, become pleased (7.278f.). This elevation of the young girl
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apparently for this author should translate into social action. That is, the text

enjoins that the young girl should receive financial benefits. The aspirant

should pay for her wedding (7.283), a considerable and costly affair in the

Indian context. The chapter concludes with profuse praise of the worship of the

young girl.

Chapter 8

The eighth chapter has 210 and one-half verses and begins with a description

of a magical diagram for the attainment of the power to fly (khecaratam 8.2—

also sometimes construed as an elevated state of awareness), with the diagram

written on copper with red and other powders (8.5f.).19 In this chapter also the

goddess is philosophically assimilated to subject and object (8.15). This section

appears to be a slightly corrupted and condensed paraphrase of the section I

referred to earlier in the KCT., which describes the cakra rite that also includes

the ‘‘Karpejapa Stotram,’’ the hymn recited into the ear of the woman to initiate

her into the rite of sexual union for the KCT. The stotram is not given here. We

see here praise of Kalı̄, and then after having praised her (stutva) and bowed,

the ‘‘mixing’’ (sammelana) occurs, which likely refers to a cakra rite, and after

this the gods are fed and then the participants are fed (sambhoga). We find

also that the goddess (devı̄) is made to depart (viqrjya) before the feasting. The
condensed and not entirely clear descriptions given here appear to echo the

KCT 3.48. We also find here an odd rendering of three forms to be worshiped,

the subject (matra), themudra, and the object (mitam). This appears to echo the

part of the Karpejapa Stotram, which declares the woman to be the subject and

object, but confusedly inserts the unlikely and obscuremudram in tandem with

the subject and the object. In this context the BT seems to refer to the inward

rise of the feminine energy known as kupdalinı̄ with a description of a yogic

breath practice (8.10f.).

Following this, the chapter contains a description of the transgressive rite

employing liquor and intercourse (8.19ff.). In this context the text especially

emphasizes a pure attitude (8.29) and steadiness of mind (8.28). The text here

also offers suitable substitues; so the products of a cow put in a copper vessel

are equivalent to wine (8.21).20

The text at this point also relates a story, which it reveals as a secret. In the

story the god Viqpu comes across a group of sage/ascetics (muni) engaging in

transgressive sexual practices and drinking wine. He is disturbed by this ap-

parently inappropriate behavior. Indignant, he asks ‘‘What path is this?’’ (8.41).

Siva explains to him that this is a secret path, that the sages are in fact mentally
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repeating the mantra of Kalika who is also the Unobstructed Goddess Sar-

asvatı̄. This secret path, Siva explains, leads to liberation (8.43). Following this

he gives a list of examples taken from Purapic and epic sources, each of which

is glossed against the grain of its usual interpretation, and each of which stands

as a proof of the efficacy of a path involving transgression. So, Siva explains,

Dattatreya was enlightened through drinking liquor; Vasiqtha became en-

lightened through sexual relations with an outcaste woman; Soma, the moon,

became enlightened by having an adulterous affair with the wife of the guru of

the gods, Brhaspati. Even that paradigm of righteous conduct, Rama, gains

enlightenment by transgressive behavior, in this case, by the murder of a

Brahmin—the demon Brahmin Ravapa (8.47).

Notably, here the examples span the list of heinous sins, including the

murder of a Brahmin, drinking liquor, and engaging in sexual relations with

the wife of the teacher. Stylistically, this list of transgressive feats appears

similar to the fourth chapter of the Yoni Tantra, which gives a similar list of

figures and ascribes their success to the performance of the worship of the yoni

of the goddess; that is, Rama defeats the demon Ravapa in the YT by virtue of

the worship of the yoni.

The god Siva then reveals to Viqpu the secret mantra, which must ac-

company this transgressive practice (8.47ff.). The text then discusses the

transgressive rite, but here, in an interesting literary move, the text invokes a

motif from the Upaniqhads, where the aspirant and the elements of the rite are

metaphorically connected with the elements of the fire sacrifice: ‘‘The mind is

the ladle’’ [for offering butter to the fire], ‘‘in the fire of the self’’ (8.55). The text

configures the rite in mental and philosophically nondual terms: ‘‘[The aspi-

rant] should engage in ritual copulation, with the light which is the offering of

both what is good and what is sinful (dharma and adharma) (8.55).

Another point of interest: in ritual copulation the semen should not be

withheld, but should rather be emitted (contrary to popular Western concep-

tions of Tantra and to some Buddhist practice). However, note that Narasimha,

who adopts a conservative position, rejecting the use of the Five Ms in his

Tarabhaktisudharpava, also, like the Buddhists, enjoins nonemission by the

male.21 The emission is likened to the moment of offering with the ritualistic

utterance ‘‘svaha’’ at the end of the mantra recited at the time of emission

(8.57). This emission (as elsewhere; 7.128ff., for instance) forms part of the

ritual offering.

The text goes on to list appropriate places for the worship of the goddess,

with Kamarupa as preeminent. This list favors northeastern India in its list,

including the Karatoya River and Lauhitya, both in the northeast region (8.78).

It also prioritizes the cremation ground for the worship of the goddess Tara
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(8.83). Following this the text again extols the special ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ which has

no rules regarding time, place, and so forth (8.93f.), except for the rule that the

aspirant should revere women (8.91). Here again the text repeats ‘‘women are

Gods; women are life breath’’ (8.90). ‘‘Striking women, hitting them, criti-

cizing them, and not being straightforward with them is not pleasing to them.

In every way possible one should not do that’’ (8.91). After this the text pre-

scribes the inverted posture for ritual copulation (8.97), and with this again, as

we saw earlier, a cryptic poetic speech that ‘‘the bow should be rubbed with the

arrow of love’’ (8.98). This is followed with more ritual detail.

After this the text presents a description of the inner mystical feminine

energy that rises up the central channel in the spine, with a system of fourteen

psychic centers (8.120ff.). In this system of the inner-coiled goddess who rises

up the central path, the goddess takes the form of a point of light. This form

appears to be inclusive: she is Narayapı̄, Kalı̄, Tara, as well as She-who-dwells-
in-Emptiness, as well as comprising male gods, including Rama, Viqpu, and
Siva, and also the Supreme Self (8.129ff.).

Following this the text presents ten methods for writing out mantras that

render them free of faults. These methods incorporate a variety of procedures,

such as separating the vowels from the consonants, writing out themantra and

striking it with water scented with sandalwood paste, inserting potent seed

syllables at specific places in the recitation, or writing out the mantra with

karavı̄ra flowers (8.143ff.).

After this the text engages in a philosophic speculation that is based on

gender. The supreme, it says, is without form, is of the nature of light. When

it arises with form, it takes one of three forms (8.155f.). The text proceeds

to discuss a feminine form (bhagakara) and a masculine form (lixgakara).
‘‘Everywhere,’’ the text continues, ‘‘in all bodies, the form of the feminine is

that which is the creator’’ (8.158b).22 This, the god Siva says, is the highest

convention (samketa), indicating both an essentialist view of gender, as well as

an understanding of the ultimately arbitrary nature of this convention. Then

again the text offers an allusion to the Upaniqadic coding of the sacrificial rite,

declaring ‘‘the female organ is the sacrificial fire pit and the male organ is the

ladle’’ (8.160). Here the fire is the feminine season; the semen is the ghee, and

the mind is the priest (hotr).
Following this the text continues with more discussion of the mystical

feminine energy within the body, the coiled goddess Kupdalı̄ (8.167ff.), reit-
erating what was discussed earlier regarding this goddess and the forms she

takes, including her forms as a pure point of light (8.174) as well as the forms

of the masculine gods Rama, the Great Viqpu, Krqpa, the Great Siva, and
Taripı̄ (8.177). The text continues this mystical exploration with a description of
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this inner light connected with the breath, culminating in a vision that the

author shares (via the voice of the god Siva) of the goddess Tripurasundarı̄,

sitting on a couch that is made of the god Sadasiva, and holding five arrows in

one of her four hands. This long section reveals influence from the south

Indian Srı̄ Vidya tradition, both in the metaphysical speculation it engages in

as well as with the discussion of the coiled goddess inside the human body.

At this point the text abruptly shifts the subject to nyasa, the ritual place-

ment of the deity in the body. This suggests that perhaps the previous section

may have been interpolated, especially since the section does not properly

conclude and neither does the goddess Tripurasundarı̄ figure elsewhere so

prominently in the BT.

On the heels of this is a visualization of the god Sadasiva (8.200ff.), also

unusual since elsewhere in the BT the visualizations of goddesses Kalı̄ and
Nı̄lasarasvatı̄ mostly predominate.

Then, the text shifts to the goddess Kalı̄, reminding its readers, ‘‘You

should understand that the form of Kalika which is light—that indeed is Na-

ture (prakrti)’’ (8.209), stressing that the transcendent goddess is also espe-

cially immanent in the world. This chapter then ends with Siva declaring that

he remained in meditation for one hundred thousand years. It is not clear if

this is meant to refer to the vision of the goddess Tripurasundarı̄ some thirty

verses earlier.

Chapter 9

The ninth chapter, entitled ‘‘The Procedure for the Hero’s Practice,’’ is short,

with only thirty verses. Details are given for the performance of the hero

practice, which in this context involves sitting upon a corpse. Most of this

practice occurs at night; ritual offerings are made and the aspirant sits upon

the corpse, offering to the deity. The best choice for a corpse is an outcaste who

has died a violent death (9.23).

Chapter 10

The tenth chapter is also short, thirty verses, and is titled ‘‘Other Procedures

for Practice.’’ This chapter focuses on two practices: a worship of the highest

goddess (Paramesvarı̄), and a practice for attracting the powerful and fierce

form of the god Siva called Bhairava. The latter practice occupies the greater

part of the chapter. In this practice one buys a corpse from the corpse
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marketplace, and lovingly offers the skin of a fish to the corpse. After this, one

offers marijuana on the eyelid and on the mouth and then recites the mantra

silently (10.16ff.). This causes the fierce god Bhairava, who hangs around the

corpse marketplace, to come to the aspirant (10.19). At a certain point one

throws the fish skin into the mouth of the corpse (10.21). This chapter’s prac-

tice also emphasizes the importance of the guru (10.29), suggesting a connec-

tion with the Siddha tradition, and strikingly unlike the special ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’
where the guru is not important (13.5ff).

Chapter 11

The eleventh chapter, comprising ninety-nine verses, tells the story of how the

goddess Sarasvatı̄ took on a dark form to became Blue Sarasvatı̄. The story

takes up thirty-nine verses, a good portion of which shifts from the common

anuqtubh stanza form with eight syllables, to the quarter verse, to an elaborate

metrical form, upajati, with each quarter verse containing eleven syllables.

This remarkably metaphysical action adventure begins with a war between

the demons and the gods, with the demons being defeated. They take refuge

underneath the ocean. The defeated demons enlist the aid of two demons,

Horse-neck and Moony, who do intense austerities in order to please Sarasvatı̄,

the goddess of Speech (11.60; lit., ‘‘The Goddess who attracts words).

Pleased by their intense practice, the goddess grants them a boon. They

ask for the boon of being able to attract all the words. She grants it, and the two

demon brothers immediately deprive the world of words, leaving the Brahmins

tongue-tied (11.61ff.). They kidnap the Goddess of Speech and tie her up in a

poisonous underwater pit, a mixture of the deadly poison halahala and dark

blue water, securing the prison with mountains.

The two demons then return to the surface of the earth and shoot an

arrow, which draws all the words from the surface of the earth, making the

Brahmins forget the Vedas (11.68). The god Viqpu then comes to the rescue of

the goddess. Taking the form of a large fish, he goes to the underwater resi-

dence of the demons and after a long war defeats them in battle.

He then sings a song of praise to the Goddess of Speech, who is not

harmed; she is smiling, but with her skin turned dark due to the effects of the

poison (11.81). Viqpu consoles her; in fact, his speech is a striking example of

the ethic toward women that characterizes the BT. The goddess feels shame,

consternation over the way she looks (11.83ff.); however, Viqpu gently tells her,

‘‘Don’t feel grief. . . .So you’ve become blue by the force of the poison. What’s

the problem? How is that any fault?’’ (11.85). Viqpu is primarily concerned with
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the goddess’s welfare, that she is alive and unharmed, not with how she looks.

Relieved, he says, ‘‘Your limbs are perfect, a smile plays on your lotus face’’

(11.81); ‘‘what fault is there in the color blue?’’ (11.87); ‘‘you are alive!’’ (11.90).

To allay her feelings of shame regarding her dark skin, he presents a litany

of examples of dark-skinned gods, extolling the beauty of blackness. So, he tells

the goddess, the great god Siva’s throat was made blue by the poison halahala;
Indra, the king of the gods is blue; and the clouds that give rain to the earth are

blue. ‘‘I, myself, [Viqpu] who is the abode of purity (sattva) am dark’’ (11.88),

and the goddess Savitrı̄, the soft kind one who is the light of the world is dark.

Indeed ‘‘a dark color makes the world thrive’’ (11.86–88).

The chapter concludes with instructions regarding the mantra of Blue

Sarasvatı̄, along with the results it gives.

Chapter 12

This chapter, with ninety-eight verses, also employs stories to convey specific

attitudes toward the feminine. It begins with the declaration that the goddess

Kalı̄ is, on the one hand, transcendent, without form, existing as pure light, and

that she is the form of the absolute impersonal transcendent Brahman, and, on

the other hand, that she is capable of overriding the split between the world

and the transcendent. She is also immanent ( jaganmayı̄) (12.1f.).

Following this is a description of her celestial residence, situated above

Goloka, the abode of the god Viqpu, by implication suggesting her superiority

with respect to this great god (12.2ff.). After this the chapter tells a story that

parallels an episode in the Yoginı̄ Tantra, where the goddess Kalı̄ gives the god
Brahma the power to create the world, along with the power of will to Viqpu,
and the power of knowledge to Siva, by entering into these gods (YogT

10.19ff.). With this power that is the goddess Kalı̄’s, the god Brahma is then

able to create the world (YogT 10.33ff.). The YogT presents the goddess Kalı̄
with a vaster imperial power and majesty absent in the BT (YogT 10.49ff.).

In the BT’s more abbreviated version, the gods discover the goddess Kalı̄
moving on the path (pathaga) and sing a hymn of praise to her (12.12ff.). The

hymn the gods sing to her, as with others in the BT, stylistically echoes the

well-known Devı̄ Suktam from the sixth-century Devı̄ Mahatmya, and with a

direct reference to that text praises the goddess as the destroyer of the demons

Madhu and Kaitabha, and destroyer of the demon Nisumbha [sic].23

She offers them a boon and then gives them the power to create the world

(12.20). The god Brahma appears confused and asks for guidance regarding

the form creation should take. At this point, in a philosophical twist on the
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more usual presentation of material creation, the goddess replies, ‘‘Follow the

dust (rajas) emanating frommy feet’’ (12.21). With this the text at once suggests

that the goddess is transcendent, as well as that the material substance of

creation comes from her, from that which is the lowest part of her, her feet.

Rather than simply reversing the roles assigned to the genders in the classical

tradition, where the male god wills the creation and the female nature (prakrti)
composes its material essence, this episode plays upon the notion of the

feminine as the source of material creation. The gods take the dust from her

feet and with this begin the cycle of creating, maintaining, and withdrawing

the world (12.23ff.).

Following this the gods need protection from the demons; so they go to the

goddess and praise her. This hymn presents the goddess as composing the

totality of the world, containing within herself the polar oppositions that

structure the world. She is the subject and the object, the enjoyer and that

which is to be enjoyed (12.32–34).

After a modicum of bureaucratic runaround that serves the purpose of

establishing that the highest gods, Siva and Viqpu, are not capable of helping

the gods, the goddess appears to the gods and agrees to help them. After a wait

of five years the goddess appears again to the gods when they pray to her. At

this point, out of her body she manifests the vidya-s, femininemantras, who are

also goddesses, and who then win the war against the demons for the gods

(12.79–85).

The chapter concludes with a description of ritual procedures for the last

eleven verses.

Chapter 13

This short chapter (thirty-six verses) again discusses the special ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’
which has no rules for time or place (13.5ff.). Interestingly, here this lack of

ritual regulation is extended even to the guru. ‘‘And here in this practice

(sadhana) of the Great Kalı̄, there isn’t any thinking or contemplation on the

guru’’ (13.7). The text gives the mantra for Kalı̄ and then gives a visualization of

the goddess. The visualization itself suggests a late medieval date for the text.

Kalı̄ here is not the fierce, ugly goddess of the earlier tradition. Rather, she is

beautiful, fierce still, with limbs dark like rain clouds, naked with four arms

and three eyes and a garland of skulls, wearing a pair of boys as her earrings,

standing astride the corpse that is the god Siva, bearing a club, holding a

decapitated male head, and displaying with gestures no fear and the act of

boon-giving (13.13ff.). This image is popular on lithographs today in Bengal,
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without, however, displaying the earrings. This is also the image that has been

imported into the West.

Following this, the chapter reiterates the procedure discussed earlier

for the rite of worshiping the woman (6.34ff., 73ff.; 7.104ff.; 8.93f.). The chap-

ter concludes with praise of the pilgrimage site of Kamarupa in northeast

India.

Chapter 14

The fourteenth chapter, containing sixty-one and one-half verses, opens with

the revelation of the mantra of Kamakhya. The mantra is given, along with

praise of it (14.3ff.), and then this chapter focuses on ritual procedures. A list of

goddesses to be worshiped is given (14.39ff.) along with a reference to the

Kalika Tantra (14.50).24 The text follows this with a discussion of the sym-

bolism of the number three as it connects with the goddess Tripura (‘‘the triple-
city Goddess’’ 14.53ff.). The chapter concludes with additional ritual detail.

Chapter 15

This chapter entitled ‘‘The Description of Other Places for Practice’’ contains

134 and one-half verses. This chapter functions primarily as a sthana ma-
hatmya, describing and extolling various places for worship. The region de-

scribed is a hilly, or mountainous region, that is, the place called Darpapa is a
mountain (15.2); however, the region is not located in the Himalayas (15.4,

‘‘himalayena sadrsah), rather, there is reference throughout to Kamakhya.
Most of the sites praised and described are associated with a mountain or a

sacred pool of water (kupda), and a few are associated with rivers. Also given

are instructions for worship of the various gods associated with a particular

place.

Included is a visualization of the goddess Ugra Tara, who in this form

plays, that is, is located at a Bhumipı̄tha in the center of the principality of

Kamakhya (Kamakhyanabhimapdalam). In this visualization the goddess has

skinny limbs (not voluptuous ones as usual with Tara); she has red teeth, four

arms, and a belly that hangs down. She has a garland of snakes on her matted

hair and stands upon a corpse. She is laughing with a loud and boisterous

laugh.

After this visualization the text continues with a description of places and

short ritual prescriptions for the various places described.
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Chapter 16

This chapter, with seventy-three and one-half verses, focuses on the rituals

pertaining to the annual ritual calendar. The chapter opens with a discussion of

proper conduct in an uncharacteristic voice, echoing the Gı̄ta, with the pre-

scription that each person should perform his or her own dharma, not the

dharma of another, or face the penalty of a fine (16.5f.). After this the text shifts

into a description of the annual worship of the goddess Durga on the Great

Eighth Day (mahaqtamı̄) in the fall. In the course of this calendrical ritual

prescription, which occupies this chapter, is also a seven-day ritual with a horse.

This rite was obviously designed for a royal patron, serving the purpose of

ascertaining whether one would conquer a foreign country or, depending upon

the horse’s actions, whether the king’s son dies, or whether the king conquers

his enemies after some struggle (16.17ff.). The rest of the chapter continues the

discussion of specific ritual prescriptions for specific days in the calendar.

Chapter 17

This chapter, 148 and one-half verses long, opens with a description of the

procedure for a nighttime repetition of the mantra, which brings a capacity for

knowing all (17.1ff.).25 After more ritual prescription, the text presents another

visualization of the goddess Kalı̄. Similar to the visualization given in the

thirteenth chapter, here also the goddess stands on the corpse, which is the god

Siva; she has a smiling face and dark limbs, with three eyes and four arms. Her

long ears are adorned with young boys (i.e., these are her earrings). She holds a

decapitated head and makes the gestures of boon-giving and having no fear.

Here, however, in her upper-left hand she holds a scissors, as in the visuali-

zation in the second chapter (17.12ff.). Following this the text gives instructions

on how to construct her altar and what to offer in worship (17.17ff.).

After this, a long discussion of the fire rite ensues, which takes up the bulk

of the chapter (17.25–115). This discussion includes how to construct the pit for

the fire as well as the ritual enlivening of the fire pit, and also a long visuali-

zation of the God of Fire (17.83–92).

Following this the text presents more ritual procedure for the goddess

including a short visualization of a four-armed goddess Mahadevı̄ residing in

the fire of the cremation ground (17.116ff.). After this the text also gives the

ritual procedure for the twilight offering, with a visualization for this goddess

(17.123ff.). The chapter concludes with more ritual prescription.
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Chapter 18

This chapter, comprising 206 verses, contains the thousand names of Tara.
Here the goddess Parvatı̄ requests the god Siva to reveal the one thousand

names of the Blue Goddess of Speech (Nı̄lasarasvatı̄) (18.2). He responds that

the names are too secret; he can’t reveal them. They have a lover’s spat and the

god relents saying to the goddess, ‘‘You are my life; without you I’m just a dead

corpse’’ (18.13f.).26 The rest of the chapter reveals the one thousand names of

Tara (here equating Tara with Nı̄lasarasvatı̄).

Chapter 19

This chapter in forty-one verses reveals the hymn that is used as an armor of

the goddess Tara. The god reveals the hymn with instructions to keep it ap-

propriately guarded or risk death (19.20ff.). Following this, secret mantras are

revealed (19.26ff.).

Chapter 20

This chapter, with fifty verses, opens with the goddess requesting and Siva
revealing the one hundred names of Tara. Following this the text engages in

philosophical and metaphysical speculation on the process that brings forth

the world. Here, the author places the feminine (sakti) as the first emanation

to come out of the supreme being that is the impersonal ‘‘being-consciousness-

bliss’’ (20.33).27 Interestingly, this feminine being arises as with form (sakala).

A progressive cosmology that draws from the Srı̄ Vidya tradition ensues, in-

cluding the use of terminology associated with this tradition, such as the bindu,

which here is the form of time (20.34) and sound (nada). The chapter con-

tinues this philosophic discourse, stressing a nonduality: that the one Self

takes a variety of different births (20.42), and that this Self has no gender

whatsoever, neither male, nor female, nor neuter (20.43).

The rest of the chapter continues with a praise of nature, the feminine

Prakrti, because it is by means of nature that one can discover the Self. At a

point in this discussion, the text abruptly disjointedly shifts into the voice of

nature speaking (20.47), instead of the god Siva, suggesting that this section

was incorporated from an earlier text where the feminine nature was the

revealer of the doctrine. Interestingly, the text here also discounts the efficacy
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of all ritual acts. ‘‘Not by the application of ritual procedures, not by knowledge

[plural here], not by the Vedas, nor by the lineage of gurus (gurukrama); Not by

ritual baths, nor by tarpapa, nor by giving charity—none of these whatsoever.

The self is only known by Prakrti’’ (20.47f.). This latter section of the chapter is

glossed as ‘‘the principle of the essence of everything’’ (20.50).

Chapter 21

The first twenty verses of this chapter focus on alchemical ritual procedures for

turning various metals into gold. The second half of the forty verses talks about

the three Tantric attitudes (divine attitude, hero attitude, and bound beast

attitude), focusing really only on the attitude of the hero (despite the fact that

the text explicitly considers the divine attitude [divya] the best [21.23]). The text

asserts the necessity of bhava, the attitude, and here it appears that the attitude

translates into a habitual pattern of feeling or being, rather than a ritual course

of action (21.24ff.). This chapter concludes with a brief discussion of the hero’s

worship that partially assimilates it to the special Kalı̄ sadhana, where any time

is fine for worship and mantra repetition (21.37ff.).

Chapter 22

This chapter with 172 verses gives the 1,000 names of Kalı̄. The style of the

hymn is eloquent, with much alliteration. Following this the text gives the

praise of the hymn with its results (phalasruti). In the final portion the author

explicitly asserts the unity of Mahakalı̄, Mahadevı̄, and Nı̄lasarasvatı̄ (22.171).

Chapter 23

This chapter in twenty-eight verses gives the one hundred names of Kalı̄ along
with the fruits of its recitation.

Chapter 24

This chapter, with fifty-five verses, gives the one hundred names of the goddess

Annapurpa, along with a long litany of the results of reciting them, one of

which is that one’s family for generations will not have to worry about getting

food (24.31).
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Notes

introduction

I am grateful to the Wabash Center for a Lilly Grant, which allowed my

research in Kamakhya over the summer of 2004.

1. ‘‘Īsvarakrqpa,’’ in The Samkhya Karika of Īsvarakrqpa, ed. with intro-

duction by Radhanath Phukan (Calcutta: Firma K. L. Mukhopadhyay 1960),

verses 59-66. See also Gerald Larson, Classical Samkhya: An Interpretation of

Its History and Meaning (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1969),

222, 278.

2. See Sree Dharanikanta Devsharma, The Holy Shrine of Kamakhya,

5th ed. (Guwahati: Ganesh Bhawan, 1999), passim, for the particular

equation of the goddess at Kamakhya and Maha-Maya.
3. In one version, she beheads him.

4. The story of Kamakhya also addresses another issue, the problem

of the male gaze, which will not be dealt with in this study, or rather, will be

dealt with only indirectly. That is, we deal with this issue only insofar as

the idea of the gaze, especially the male gaze, also encodes a notion of

subjectivity and who has it.

5. This story was told to me by three separate informants during re-

search in Kamakhya in the summer of 2004. A brief and slightly different

version may also be found Devsharma, The Holy Shrine of Kamakhya, 45–47.

6. Cynthia Humes, in an insightful analysis of the role of the Devı̄

Mahatmya in the lives of ordinary women, conjectures that the ‘‘issue of

women’s agency lies at the crux of female empowerment and feminism in

Hinduism.’’ See Cynthia Humes, ‘‘Is the Devı̄ Mahatmya a Feminist Scrip-

ture?’’ in Is the Goddess a Feminist? ed. Alf Hiltebeitel and Kathleen Erndl,

147, (New York: New York University Press, 2000). A number of other



writers, Julia Leslie and also Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan, with some caveats, for ex-

ample, concur. See Julia Leslie, ed., Roles and Rituals for Hindu Women (Cranbury,

N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1991), 9; Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan, Real

and Imagined Women: Gender, Culture and Postcolonialism (London: Routledge, 1993).

Whether women did enact a greater sense of agency much earlier in India’s Vedic

history, and to what degree and how this became attenuated, are important issues that

have also only begun to be addressed, for example, in Frederick Smith, ‘‘Indra’s Curse,

Varupa’s Noose and the Suppression of the Woman in the Vedic Srauta Ritual,’’ in

Roles and Rituals for Hindu Women, ed. Julia Leslie (Cranbury, N.J.: Fairleigh Dick-

inson University Press, 1991); Werner Menski, ‘‘Marital Expectations as Dramatized in

Hindu Marriage Rituals,’’ in Roles and Rituals for Hindu Women, ed. Julia Leslie

(Cranbury, N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1991); and especially Stephanie

Jamison, SacrificedWife/Sacrificer’s Wife: Women, Ritual and Hospitality in Ancient India

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).

7. Manusmrti, ed. Taranath Vidyaratna with an introduction by Arthur Avalon

(Sir John Woodroffe) (Madras: Ganesh and Company, 1965), 5, 147–148.

8. For my understanding of the idea of subjectivity and the distinctions between

a subjectivity and agency I have found Sunder Rajan, Real and Imagined Women,

10–12. and passim, especially helpful. In general, for this study I leave aside the ques-

tion of agency since this work deals solely with textual sources for which we have very

little corroborative evidence in the form of archival or historical records, and hence

the notion of women as agents and women in their own voices is not easily accessi-

ble from the textual vantage point here. It may be that we could recover this type of

agency if we could read some of these texts, or portions of them as authored by women.

And, given the caveat that authorship of these texts has not been determined, we cannot

entirely rule out the possibility that some of these authors may have been women.

However, this also cannot readily be proved and the texts appear to address men more

than women. Consequently, I focus expressly on representations of subjectivity.

9. In Hegelian terms, in the Samkhya story her dance is for-another, whereas in

the Kamakhya story, the dance is for-herself.

10. See Susan Wadley, ‘‘Women and the Hindu Tradition,’’ in Women in India:

Two Perspectives, ed. Doranne Jacobson and Susan S. Wadley (Columbia, Mo.: South

Asia, 1977), 118–119; Tracy Pintchman, The Rise of the Goddess in the Hindu Tradi-

tion, 203–206. (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994); Wendy Doniger,

Women, Androgynes and Other Mythical Beasts (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,

1980), 90–91.

11. For Tantra especially, one might imagine that powerful goddesses would

translate into empowered women, and we find this suggestion at times, for instance,

in Rita Sherma, ‘‘ ‘Sa-Ham—I Am She’: Woman as Goddess,’’ in Is the Goddess a

Feminist? ed. Alf Hiltebeitel and Kathleen Erndl, 187–202 (New York: New York

University Press, 2000). Particularly anthropological sources suggest this translation

between goddesses and women. Exemplary is Kathleen Erndl, ‘‘Is Shakti Empowering

for Women? Reflections on Feminism and the Hindu Goddess,’’ in Is the Goddess

a Feminist? ed. Alf Hiltebeitel and Kathleen Erndl, 91–103. However, for contrasting
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views see June McDaniel, Offering Flowers, Feeding Skulls: Popular Goddess Worship

in West Bengal (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004); and, to some degree, Sarah

Caldwell, Oh Terrifying Mother (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999). See

also Humes’s interesting ‘‘Is the Devı̄ Mahatmya a Feminist Scripture?’’

12. To cite only a small selection of very interesting analyses on this phenome-

non: Rachel Fell McDermott’s ‘‘Kalı̄’s New Frontiers: A Hindu Goddess on the

Internet,’’ in Encountering Kalı̄, ed. Rachel Fell McDermott and Jeffrey Kripal,

273–296 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2003); Rachel

Fell McDermott, ‘‘Introducing Kalı̄ Studies,’’ in Encountering Kalı̄, 1–22; as well as
McDermott’s ‘‘The Western Kalı̄,’’ in Devı̄: Goddesses of India, ed. John Stratton Hawley

and Donna Wulff, 281–314 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California

Press, 1996). Also, Erndl’s ‘‘Is Shakti Empowering?’’ 91–103; as well as Rita Gross’s

‘‘Is the Goddess a Feminist?’’ 104–112; and Tracy Pintchman’s thoughtful ‘‘Is the

Hindu Goddess a Good Resource for Western Feminism?’’ all found in Is the Goddess

a Feminist? Also see Lina Gupta’s ‘‘Kali, the Savior,’’ in After Patriarchy: Feminist

Transformation of the World Religions, ed. Paula Cooey and William Eakin 124–42

(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1991). On a more personal level, Roxanne Gupta’s ‘‘Kalı̄ Mayı̄:
Myth and Reality in a Benares Ghetto,’’ in Encountering Kalı̄ at the Margins, ed. Jeff

Kripal and Rachel Fell-McDermott, 124–142 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University

of California Press, 2003); as well Caldwell’s very moving personal encounter with the

Keralite Kalı̄ in Oh Terrifying Mother. This represents only a small fraction of the

very interesting work being done in this area, without including topical literature that

engages the broader arena, for instance, Wendy Doniger’s interesting cross-cultural

studies dealing with issues of gender, in The Bedtrick: Tales of Sex and Masquerade

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000); and Splitting the Difference: Gender and

Myth in Ancient Greece and India (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999).

13. See Humes, ‘‘Is the Devı̄ Mahatmya a Feminist Scripture?’’ For a more

positive view of the translation into women’s social empowerment see n. 11 above.

Also see Narendra Nath Bhattacarya, Indian Mother Goddess (New Delhi: Manohar,

1977), and Narendra Nath Bhattacarya, History of the Sakta Religion, 2nd rev. ed. (New

Delhi: Munshiram Manoharla, 1996). See also Miranda Shaw, Passionate Enlighten-

ment: Women in Tantric Buddhism (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1994)

for a rereading of the Tantric appraisal of women; and Elinor Gador’s ‘‘Probing the

Mysteries of the Hirapur Yoginis,’’ Revision 25, no. 1 (Summer 2002): 33–41.

14. For a more textually oriented perspective, see David White, The Kiss of the

Yoginı̄: Tantric Sex in Its South Asian Contexts (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,

2003); and Ronald Davidson, Indian Esoteric Buddhism (New York: Columbia Uni-

versity Press, 2002) for an idea of how women figure more typically and normatively

in textual Tantric contexts. Hugh Urban, Tantra: Sex, Secrecy, Politics and Power in the

Study of Religion (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2003), also

takes a similar view, although we should note that while White and Davidson work

with Sanskrit texts, Urban here, rather, addresses Western presentations of Tantra.

S. C. Banerji, Brief History of Tantra Literature (Calcutta: Naya Prokash, 1988), 501,

concludes that ‘‘women were looked upon as objects of enjoyment, however, [sic]
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much the Tantras may try to put a spiritual significance to such unions of males and

females.’’ Also again, see n. 13 above; Shaw, Passionate Enlightenment, 7ff., for her

critique of what she sees as a bias in much current scholarship on Tantra.

15. From the side of Hindu studies, one sees the issue resurfacing in a number

of places: in Erndl’s thoughtful renditions of actual women who present with their

lives models of an autonomous and socially influential guru; in Leslie Orr, Donors,

Devotees, and Daughters of God: Temple Women in Medieval Tamilnadu (New York:

Oxford University Press, 2000); in much of Wendy Doniger’s work, especially in

Splitting the Difference: Gender and Myth in Ancient Greece and India in Doniger,

Women, Androgynes and Other Mythical Beasts; in Stephanie Jamison’s comments

on the role and place of women as subjects in Vedic life in Sacrificed Wife, 8; in

Pintchman, The Rise of the Goddess, 178ff., especially; in Humes’s research into

contemporary responses to the goddess and her relationship to ordinary women in her

‘‘Is the Devı̄ Mahatmya a Feminist Scripture?’’; in Shaw’s assiduous recovery of the

subjectivity of the female Buddhist practitioner. Susie Tharu and K. Lalita, eds.,

Women Writing in India, vol. 1 (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1991) attempts this

same recovery from a different perspective. This list does not intend even remotely to

be exhaustive but simply to point out the pervasiveness of the issue in its various

guises.

16. The information available for studying this period includes records compiled

by the British, by Muslims, the Assamese historical chronicles called Buranjis, and

writings from the Assamese medieval Vaiqpava movement. I discuss the historical

context in appendix 1.

17. Anne Feldhaus, Water and Womanhood: Religious Meanings of Rivers in

Maharashtra (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 11f., 166.

18. That is, to posit that women may have authored some of these texts or

sections of these texts. And while I laud the efforts of others to reclaim the voices of

women through spotlighting women’s writing, an approach successfully pursued

by a number of authors—notably Tharu and Lalita, Women Writing; Shaw, Passionate

Enlightenment; as well as the careful work with inscriptions pursued by Orr, Donors,

Devotees and Daughters of God—to mention a few, it would be, as I note, difficult to

prove female authorship for these texts.

19. For instance, in authors like Abhinavagupta and Kqemaraja, two well-known

Tantric thinkers from the eleventh century.

20. See Alf Hiltebeitel, ‘‘Draupadı̄’s Question,’’ in Is the Goddess a Feminist?

116ff., for an engaging discussion of the gendered implications of matter and spirit.

21. I should also note here that most of my texts do not exclude the wife as a

partner, but offer the option of either one’s wife or another woman. I discuss this in

greater detail in chapter 3.

22. See Raia Prokhovnic, Rational Woman: A Feminist Critique of Dichotomy (New

York, London: Routledge, 1999). Along these lines also see the recent research in

biology and genetics of Anne Fausto-Sterling, ‘‘The five sexes,’’ The Sciences, (March/

April 1993): 65–69, where she suggests a model of five sexes as biologically more apt.
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Her model has nothing to do with caste, but the rescripting of how we think of cate-

gories is salient.

23. See n. 13 in this introduction.

24. It was pointed out to me that Madhu Khanna also has documented this shift

in a number of Tantric texts. See her fine piece, ‘‘The Goddess–Woman Equation

in Sakta Tantras’’ in Gendering the Spirit: Women, Religion and the Post-colonial Re-

sponse, ed. Durre S. Ahmed, 35–59 (London: Zed, 2002).

25. Sarvavijayi Tantra (verses 95–103), in the Tantrasaxgraha, edited by Vrajval-

labha Dvivedi, Yogatantragranthamala Series 8, part 5 (Varanasi: Sampurnand San-

skrit University, 1996).

26. One finds this also in Miranda Shaw’s Passionate Enlightenment, 39. Rita

Gross, Feminism and Religion: An Introduction (Boston: Beacon, 1996), 192, also notes

this in Tibetan Buddhism, where one of the vows of Vajrayana Buddhism is to not

disparage women.

27. See Alexis Sanderson, ‘‘Saivism and the Tantric Tradition,’’ in The World’s

Religions, ed. Stewart Sutherland et al., 660–705 (London: Routledge, 1988).

28. In this sense she is not ‘‘heroic,’’ nor with masculine qualities like the god-

dess in the Devı̄ Mahatmya that Humes, ‘‘Is the Devı̄ Mahatmya a Feminist Scrip-

ture?’’ 133, describes.

29. In the list of texts used that I give below, the Sarvavijayi Tantra (‘‘Com-

plete Hashish Tantra’’) diverges somewhat from the other texts in that it focuses ex-

tensively upon the ritual manipulation of substances, herbs especially, to effect

its results.

30. The qatkarmapi, a term referring to the sixfold division of goals in Tantric

praxis, including those in most lists (there is some variation); santi, rites of paci-
fication; vası̄karapa, rites that mentally subjugate another; marapa, rites that kill an-
other; stambhana, rites that paralyze another; uccatana, rites that drive another person
away; and puqti, rites that nourish; or, alternatively, vidveqa, rites that cause enmity.

31. Teun Goudriaan and Sanjukta Gupta, History of Indian Literature, Vol 2:

Hindu Tantric and Sakta Literature (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1981); Gopinath

Kaviraj, Tantrika Sahitya (Benares: Bhargava Bhushan, 1972).

32. For information on attitudes toward women in Vedic Sanskrit texts, see,

for example, especially Stephanie Jamison, Ravenous Hyena and the Wounded Sun

(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991); Jamison, Sacrificed Wife; and also Laurie

Patton, ‘‘Mantras and Miscarriage: Controlling Birth in the Late Vedic Period,’’ in

Jewels of Authority, ed. Laurie Patton, 51–66 (New York: Oxford University Press,

2002); Smith, Indra’s Curse; and Menski, ‘‘Marital Expectations.’’ This list does not

attempt to be exhaustive.

33. (BT) Brhannı̄la Tantra, edited by Madhusudhana Kaul (Delhi: Butala and

Co., 1984). There is also a version of the Nı̄la Tantra mentioned by Goudriaan and

Gupta in Tantrasara, ed. Rasik Mohan Chattopadhyaya (Calcutta: 1877–1884), in

Goudriaan and Gupta, History of Indian Literature, 88. I discuss in appendix 1 the

similarities and differences between the BT and the Nı̄la Tantra version published
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by Kalyana Mandir under the title, Nı̄la Tantra. Edited by Bhadrasheel Sharma.

Guptavatara Durlabha Tantramala Series, varqa 2, mapi 6 (Prayag: Kalyana Mandir,

2022 samvat [1965 or 1966]).

34. The Cı̄nacara Tantra (CT), Gupta Sadhana Tantra (GST), Maya Tantra (MT),

and Sarvavijayi Tantra (SVT), a text that I reference at one point, are all located in

Tantrasaxgraha, ed. Vrajvallabha Dvivedi. Yogatantragranthamala Series, vol. 8, part 5
(Varanasi: Sampurnand Sanskrit University, 1996); the Gandharva Tantra (GT) is

located in Tantrasaxgraha, ed. Ramprasada Tripathı̄. Yogatantragranthamala Series,

vol. 5, part 3 (Varanasi: Sampurnand Sanskrit University, 1992); Nı̄lasarasvatı̄ Tan-

tram, edited by Brahmananda Tripathi, Hindi commentary by S. N. Khandelwal

(Varanasi: Chaukhamba Surbharati Prakashan, 1999); Phetkaripı̄ Tantra (PhT) is

located in Tantrasaxgraha, 3rd ed., ed. M. M. Gopinath Kaviraj, in Yogatantra-

granthamala Series, vol. 4, part 2 (Varanasi: Sampurnand Sanskrit University, 2002);

Yoni Tantra, ed. with an introduction by J. A. Schoterman (Delhi: Manohar, 1980).

Again, this list does not attempt to be exhaustive. Given the very large number of

Tantric texts that have not yet been examined, in all likelihood other texts from this

region probably exist that also exhibit the patterns I point out here. Other Tantras

that were not available in published versions, such as the Vı̄ratantra, may also fol-

low the pattern presented here. My point is merely to establish that a sufficient

number of texts share these features, suggesting a particular historical pattern.

35. As Jan Schoterman points out, the Yoni Tantra, 6, poses a curious exception.

36. That is, BT 15.68, and also for Kamakhya, BT 5.69ff.; 7.197; 14.1ff. This is

a possible reference, but not one that may be proved with no uncertainty. There is

also a tradition of Nı̄la in Kashmir, which looks not to be related to the Nı̄lasarasvatı̄ of

the BT, although it cannot be entirely ruled out.

37. Nearly all of these texts, however, date much later, to probably not earlier

than the fifteenth century at the earliest, suggesting a late date for this signature verse.

The Gandharva Tantra and Phetkaripı̄ Tantra are both cited in Brahmananda Giri’s

sixteenth-century Saktanandataraxgipı̄ (in Goudriaan and Gupta, History of Indian

Literature, 145), suggesting an earlier date for these two texts, especially for the

Gandharva Tantra, which Brahmananda Giri cites extensively. Although we also must

not rule out the possibility that this particular verse in any case could be a later ad-

dition. The verse is discussed in chapter 1.

38. The Cı̄nacara Tantra presents an exception. In addition to Marion Meisig’s

German translation of the Mahacı̄nacara Tantra, Die ‘‘China-Lehre’’ des Saktimus:

Mahacı̄nacara Tantra (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1988), I heard of a popular

nonscholarly English translation of the Cı̄nacara Tantra, but was not able to track it

down.

39. See Vrajvallabha Dvivedi’s Sanskrit introduction to the fifth part of the

Tantra Saxgrahah, Edited by Vrajvallabha Dvivedi. Yogatantragranthamala Series 8,

part 5, (Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 1996) that contains a num-

ber of the texts consulted here and where he cites the popularity (lokapriyata) of the
related Tantric texts already published earlier in this series (1996:1).

40. David White, The Kiss of the Yoginı̄, passim.

228 notes to pages 13–15



41. As I note in appendix 2, this is perhaps useful in dating these texts and

indicates a feature of northeastern Indian Saktism, which Schoterman pointed out for

the YT—its curious link with Vaiqpavism rather than Saivism.

42. For instance, see the GT, fortieth chapter.

43. We find this for instance in the twelfth chapter of the MT where the frame

narrator/teacher is designated as the goddess, who nevertheless appears to either

be instructing a woman, or, more likely, to be the god instructing the goddess.

44. Elsewhere, Gudrun Buhnemann, The Iconography of Hindu Tantric Deities.

2 vols. (Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 2000), 1:102, notes the equation of these two

goddesses. The Blue Goddess of Speech is pictured with blue eyes at BT 2.138.

45. Madhu Khanna also documents this shift in attitudes toward women in her

piece, ‘‘Goddess,’’ 35–59.

46. Gloria Goodwin Raheja and Ann Grodzins Gold, Listen to the Heron’s Words:

Reimagining Gender and Kinship in North India (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Univer-

sity of California Press, 1994), 14.

47. In Wendy Doniger, Implied Spider: Politics and Theology in Myth (New York:

Columbia University Press, 1998), 112–115.

48. Doranne Jacobson and Susan S. Wadley, eds. Women in India: Two Per-

spectives, 8.

49. For instance in BT 7.182ff., the author(s) explicitly suggests an inner ritual

involving the kupdalinı̄ and the use of the breath.

50. In this respect I agree with and follow David White’s illuminating literal

reading of much of the ritual in his The Kiss of the Yoginı̄.

51. Miranda Shaw, Passionate Enlightenment, 12–13.

52. Doniger, Implied Spider, 110. Her argument on this topic extends from

109–25.

53. Gloria Goodwin Raheja and Ann Grodzins Gold, Listen to the Heron’s

Words, 21.

54. Ibid., 22.

55. Jamison’s Sacrificed Wife is noteworthy. See especially 10–12 for her com-

ments on the importance of attention to texts.

56. Kathleen M. Erndl, Victory to the Mother: The Hindu Goddesses of Northwest

India in Myth, Ritual and Symbol (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993); Raheja

and Gold, Listen to the Heron’s Words. Also see McDaniel, Offering Flowers, Feeding

Skulls; Caldwell, Oh Terrifying Mother; Tharu and Lalita, Women Writing; Leslie Orr,

Donors, Devotees, and Daughters of God; Feldhaus, Water and Womanhood; Madhu

Khanna, ‘‘Parallel Worlds of Madhobi Ma, ‘Nectar Mother’: My Encounter with a

Twentieth-Century Tantric Saint’’ in Gendering the Spirit: Women, Religion and the Post-

colonial Response, ed. Durre Ahmed, 136–154 (London: Zed, 2002); Joyce Flueckiger,

Gender and Genre in the Folklore of Middle India (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press,

1996). This list is by no means exhaustive.

57. While I do not address Gayatri Spivak’s work here, nor follow her model for

scholarship in this book, this project, in its exploration of the issues of ‘‘talk’’ about

women may be seen as an expanded reflection upon the question she poses in
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‘‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’’ in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, ed. Cary

Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988).

58. Rajeshwari Sundar Rajan, Real and Imagined Women, 10.

59. Judith Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative (New York:

Routledge, 1997), 80.

60. Ibid., 28.

61. Yoni Tantra, 11f.

chapter 1

1. Yoni Tantra 5.23. ‘‘svayam va pujayed yonim athava sadhakena ca |.

2. The word yoni here may refer to the woman or it may refer to the female

sex organ. In this case, the reply appears to suggest that it refers to the sex organ,

since the symmetry of males worshiping female sex organs and females worship-

ing male sex organs is thereby established. That the word for female sex organ

at times also just refers to the woman as a being suggests that woman’s identity

is intricately intertwined with, and constructed upon, the notion of her sex organ.

3. Yoni Tantra 5.23, ‘‘svayam va pujayed yonim athava sadhakena ca |; 5.24a–b,

sadhakena pujitavya yonirupa jaganmayı̄ | taya lixgam ca; 5.25b, tayoh pujanamatrepa
jı̄van mukto.

4. The god replies with a heterosexual arrangement where men worship women

and women worship men. Recently, Roxanne Gupta (at the Society for Tantric Studies

Conference, Flagstaff 2002) presented her contemporary anthropological research

based on a south Indian Srı̄ Vidya practitioner who apparently also includes as a

Tantric praxis women worshiping women.

5. I discuss in greater detail the views of these and other texts on women in

appendix 1.

6. This is what one finds in writers like Abhinavagupta. Contemporary schol-

arship such as the fine work of Paul Muller-Ortega and Alexis Sanderson reflects this

attitude of the primary sources in their discussions.

7. David White’s argument in The Kiss of the Yoginı̄ (Chicago: University of

Chicago Press, 2003) for the position that women especially were the suppliers of

fluids is convincing. One sees the focus on women as an inner principle in work such

as that of Paul Muller-Ortega, Triadic Heart of Siva (Albany: State University of

New York Press, 1989), which focuses on esoteric, inner forms of worship. Miranda

Shaw, in particular, sees the representation of women as being excluded from Tan-

tric practice as symptomatic of male scholarship and her own scholarship works

to refute the relegation of women to the sidelines of Tibetan Buddhist Tantric practice,

while other scholars, such as Ronald Davidson, suggest that women did not play

substantial roles in early medieval Buddhist Tantra. See Davidson, Indian Esoteric

Buddhism (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 92ff., especially 97, in re-

sponse to Shaw, Passionate Enlightenment: Women in Tantric Buddhism (Princeton,

N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1994), 7 and passim, which stresses a blind spot in

modern and contemporary Western scholarship on Tantra with regard to recognizing
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women’s roles in classical Tantra. Davidson draws upon texts that date several cen-

turies earlier than the Hindu Sanskrit sources from the fifteenth through eighteenth

centuries I use here. The other side of the coin is that often (particularly in the

context of studies of Sanskrit Tantric texts of ‘‘right-handed’’ Tantra), in a number of

excellent studies, the question does not arise, and is not addressed. Compare Alexis

Sanderson, ‘‘Meaning in Tantric Ritual,’’ in Essais sur le Rituel 3, ed. Anne-Marie

Blondeau and Kristofer Schipper (Louvain-Paris: Peeters, 1992), 15–95; Alexis San-

derson, ‘‘Saivism and the Tantric Tradition,’’ in The World’s Religions, ed. Stewart

Sutherland et al. (London: Routledge, 1988); Teun Goudriaan, ed., Ritual and Spec-

ulation in Early Tantrism: Studies in Honor of Andre Padoux (Albany: State University of

New York Press, 1992); Andre Padoux, Vac: The Concept of the Word in Selected Hindu

Tantras, trans. Jacques Gontier (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989),

as a by no means exhaustive list. Apart from the presence of women as actors in

Sanskrit texts, in the larger Hindu and Sakta context a variety of positions has

emerged, some suggesting greater agency (especially Kathleen Erndl, Victory to the

Mother: The Hindu Goddesses of Northwest India in Myth, Ritual and Symbol (New York:

Oxford University Press, 1993), and others suggesting less agency for women. For

more information on this, see Erndl, Victory to the Mother; Tracy Pintchman, The Rise

of the Goddess in the Hindu Tradition (Albany: State University of New York Press,

1994); Cynthia Humes, ‘‘Is the Devı̄ Mahatmya a Feminist Scripture?’’ in Is the

Goddess a Feminist? ed. Alf Hiltebeitel and Kathleen Erndl (New York: New York

University Press, 2000); Stephanie Jamison, Sacrificed Wife/Sacrificer’s Wife: Women,

Ritual and Hospitality in Ancient India (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996);

Leslie Orr, Donors, Devotees, and Daughters of God: Temple Women in Medieval Ta-

milnadu (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Rita Sherma, ‘‘Hinduism,’’ in

Sex and Religion, ed. Christel Manning and Phil Zucherman, 18–40 (Belmont, Calif.:

Wadsworth, 2005); Sarah Caldwell, Oh Terrifying Mother (New Delhi: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 1999); Julia Leslie, ed., Roles and Rituals for Hindu Women (Cranbury,

N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1991); June McDaniel, Making Virtuous

Daughters and Wives: An Introduction to Women’s Brata Rituals in Bengali Folk Religion

(New York: State University of New York Press, 2002); and especially Erndl for

ethnographic instances that controvert textual findings excluding women as active

participants. This list is by no means exhaustive.

8. YT 5.25. See n. 2 above for the relevant Sanskrit text. The text does not

explicitly state either that both will attain enlightenment or that only one gender or the

other attains it. It does, however, imply that both of them will attain it by worshiping

the opposite sex.

9. Edwin Dimock, Place of the Hidden Moon (Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 1989), 215–216, suggests the same. In this case, following Moriz Winternitz (in

Dimock), he goes even further, citing in particular Lakqmı̄mkara as an authoress of a

Tantric text. Winternitz concludes that ‘‘indeed it is no rare thing to find women

among the writers of Tantric works’’ (216). Neither Winternitz nor Dimock pursue

this inquiry and my own research on the texts consulted here does not supply con-

clusive evidence supporting Winternitz’s claim. One more suggestion along these
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lines may be found in S. C. Banerji, Brief History of Tantra Literature (Calcutta: Naya

Prokash, 1988), 316, where he says that a woman named Prapamañjarı̄, the wife

of Premanidhi Pantha wrote a commentary on the Tantraraja Tantra. However, I was

not able to corroborate this claim.

10. As, for instance, as Goudriaan translates it in Teun Goudriaan and Sanjukta

Gupta, History of Indian Literature, vol. 2, Hindu Tantric and Sakta Literature (Wies-

baden: Harrassowitz, 1981), 153.

11. On an interesting side note, V. V. Dvivedi in his 1978 Sanskrit introduction to

the Saktisaxgama Tantra notes that the description of the ‘‘Chinese Way’’ approxi-

mates Muslim practice. He tells us, in Sanskrit, ‘‘Here the description of the Chinese

bath and bowing resembles the action of namaz [daily practice], following along

with the Muslim religion.’’ I give here also Dvivedi’s original Sanskrit for this quote:

‘‘ityatra varpitau cı̄nasnananamaskarau islamadharmanuyayinam vaju-namaj-

karmapı̄ anuharatah’’ in Saktisaxgama Tantra, vol. 4, Chinnamastakhapda, ed.
B. Bhattacharyya and V. V. Dvivedi (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1978), 42.

12. In chapter 3, I describe the rite of sexual union in detail.

13. White’s brilliant, detailed analysis is probably one of the best representations

of this view, but his is not isolated. Agehananda Bharati, The Tantric Tradition (London:

Ryderand Co., 1965; reprint, New York: Grove, 1975), 304ff., also presents this pic-

ture as does Davidson’s recent study of Buddhist Tantra (Davidson, Indian Esoteric

Buddhism, 92ff., especially 97). For the attainment of magic powers, especially the

power of flight, see White, The Kiss of the Yoginı̄, 196ff. White, in particular, admirably

pays attention to historical shifts and nuances in the use of Tantric sex, contrasting,

for instance, the view of the Kularpava Tantra and other Kaula texts with Abhinava-

gupta’s school; although his examination of texts does not include the group of texts I

examine here. So, while in a number of cases, the Kaulajñananirpaya, for instance,
even in the Kulacudamapi Tantra, from which the BT borrows considerably, I would

concur with this assessment of women’s role in Tantra, the point here is that we should

not understand this as always being the case. Even keeping this in mind, a greater

diversity within and between texts needs to be noted. So, for instance, the BT tends on

the whole to neglect the use of fluids as a practice, something that White notes as

key, whereas, on the other hand, it does figure in the CT and the YT, two other texts

used for this study. The CT and the YT also presentmore of amixture of what we find in

the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ along with what we find in earlier Tantric texts that White notes,

this in contrast to the BT. On an anthropological front, see, for instance, Cynthia

Humes’s excellent study involving field research at a popular goddess site in Uttar

Pradesh, near Benares. Her research focuses on the contemporary understandings of

the sixth-century Devı̄ Mahatmya and she comes to a similar conclusion, that women

are not empowered by the goddess in this popular Sakta (though not necessarily

Tantric) text, in her interviews of contemporary worshipers of the goddess at the god-

dess’s shrine in Vindhyacal (Humes, ‘‘Is the Devı̄ Mahatmya a Feminist Scripture?’’).

14. And in the case of some anthropological research, contemporary views,

i.e., Humes’s (‘‘Is the Devı̄ Mahatmya a Feminist Scripture?’’) conclusions, as well as

to some degree Caldwell’s (Oh Terrifying Mother) conclusions.
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15. McDermott, ‘‘The Western Kalı̄,’’ in Devı̄: Goddesses of India, ed. John Stratton

Hawley and Donna Wulff (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California

Press), 291.

16. McDermott, ‘‘Kalı̄’s New Frontiers: A Hindu Goddess on the Internet,’’ in

Encountering Kalı̄, ed. Rachel Fell McDermott and Jeffrey Kripal (Berkeley and Los

Angeles: University of California Press, 2003), 276ff.

17. Khanna, ‘‘The Goddess—Woman Equation in Sakta Tantras,’’ in Gendering

the Spirit: Women, Religion and the Post-colonial Response, ed. Durre Ahmed (London:

Zed, 2002), 35–59.

18. Dimock, Place of the Hidden Moon, 215–216.

19. I especially appreciate Miranda Shaw’s reconfiguration in precisely this di-

rection. And while I think it would be premature to rule out the possibility that some

of these texts may have had female authors, following Dimock or Winternitz (see n. 9

above), given the historical and archival limitations of this project, I do not have

sufficient evidence to substantiate this claim.

20. In her generally thoughtful study of women in Tantric Buddhism, Shaw

(Passionate Enlightenment, 10) suggests that it is a mistake to read a gendered binary

along Cartesian lines of a mind/body dualism into Tantric texts. However, in the

Tantric texts encountered here, as well as elsewhere (and elsewhere in classical Indian

texts), the legacy of Samkhya with a gendered dualism where the feminine is mat-

ter and the male is spirit pervades. This model of spirit/body is quite similar to the

Cartesian mind-body split. We do at points in the ‘‘transgressive’’ Tantric texts I

consult here encounter a conscious opposition to this model, but this is clearly an

exception—not only for classical sources, but even for most Tantric texts.

21. Anjali Bagwe, Of Woman Caste: The Experience of Gender in Rural India

(London: Zed, 1995), vi.

22. See Smith, ‘‘Indra’s Curse, Varupa’s Noose and the Suppression of the

Woman in the Vedic Srauta Ritual,’’ in Roles and Rituals for Hindu Women, ed. Julia

Leslie (Cranbury, N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1991), 18; and Jamison,

Sacrificed Wife/Sacrificer’s Wife, 261n21. Also we find this in GST 11.13.

23. Luce Irigaray is probably one of the best examples of the articulation of this

model, especially her This Sex Which Is Not One, trans. Catherine Porter (Ithaca,

N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1985), though its proponents are numerous.

24. See, for instance, Raia Prokhovnic, Rational Woman: A Feminist Critique of

Dichotomy (New York: Routledge, 1999).

25. Lacan suggests this dynamic of male identity established upon an exclusion

of the female particularly in linguistic terms, with his exclusion of woman from the

order of the ‘‘symbolic.’’ This is a theme that surfaces again in a number of con-

temporary thinkers, with some interesting permutations especially in a thinker like

Judith Butler. See her Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection (Stanford, Calif.:

Stanford University Press, 1997).

26. BT 12.13–12.16: namastubhyam mahesani paramanandarupipi | asmakam
praparakqarthamagatasi jalopari || namastubhyam namastubhyam namastubhyam
namo namah | namaste >stu maharaudri kalaratri namo >stu te || tvam vina parame
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raudri pretatvam gatavan bhavah | rakqa rakqa pare vidye trailokyabhuvanodare ||

madhukaitabhasamhantri nisumbhasuramardini | devaiqvaryaprade devi namaste

saxkarapriye ||.

27. BT 12.20: kena rupepa devesi srqtisthityadikam bhavet |.

28. BT 12.21: mama padarajo nı̄tva upadanatmakam sivam ||. Literally, ‘‘having

followed the dust of my feet.’’

29. Doniger, Women, Androgynes and Other Mythical Beasts (Chicago: University

of Chicago Press, 1980), 90f.

30. GST 6.6: etatprakaram devesa yadi me na prakasitam | prapatyagam kar-

iqyami purataste na samsayah |. Literally, this last portion is ‘‘there is no doubt.’’

31. She threatens again in the next chapter, GST 7.6, to commit suicide unless

he reveals to her the principle that is supremely difficult to obtain (tattvam para-

madurlabham, GST 7.2).

32. GST 5.16b: sarvam tyaktva mahesani strı̄saxgam yatnatascaret ||.
33. GST 5.13b: sa sivo >ham mahadevi kevalam saktiyogatah ||. Also YT 1.8.

34. YT 4.6–8: radhayonim pujayitva krqpah krqpatvam agatah || srı̄ramo

janakı̄nathah sı̄tayoniprapujakah | ravapam sakulam hatva punar agatya sundari ||

ayodhyanagarı̄m ramyam vasatim krtavan svayam |.

35. BT 7.111b: strı̄dveqo naiva kartavyo viseqat pujayet striyah. Also for the wor-

ship of women see BT 6.5; YT 7.14–15; PhT 11.17; GT 35.54–57; CT 2.31; NST 16.9;

MT 11.15ff.; GST 4.4. One of the variations we can note where the BT makes a sub-

tle shift in the text that shifts the attitudes toward women can be seen in this line that

is found slightly modified in the YT and in the clearly much earlier PhT where

the verse reads, ‘‘One should not at all have hatred towards women, especially not

the woman one is worshipping’’ strı̄dveqo naiva kartavyo viseqat pujanam striyah.
36. BT 7.110b: strı̄nindam ca na kurvı̄ta tasam prema vivarddhayet |.

37. I discuss the rite of sexual union at much greater length in chapter 2.

38. BT 6.74–75; NT p. 28, line 14; also BT 6.300; NST11.120–21; CT 2.23–24; the

same idea with a different expression in MT 11.35–38. Literally, the second line says

‘‘hitting them, criticizing them, dishonesty and that which is disagreeable to them—

in every way these are not to be done’’; balam va yauvanonmattam vrddham va
kulasundarı̄m || kutsitam va mahaduqtam namaskrtya vibhavayet | tasam praharo
ninda va kautilyamapriyam tatha || sarvatha ca na kartavyam. See note 41 for the

Sanskrit preceding this quote. The translation there follows this Sanskrit.

39. What is also interesting about these lines is the way that they echo, even

perhaps mockingly, the well-known verse in Manu’s Law book. Compare the line

given in the footnote above, beginning with ‘‘balam . . .’’ with Manu’s line 5.147: ‘‘balya
va yuvatya va vrddhaya vapi yoqita . . .’’ and we notice that the same nouns are used

in the verse above. In the recitation of this verse, it likely called to mind, and re-

versed, Manu’s line.

40. BT 6.75: striyo devah striyah prapah.
41. NST 11.116–22 is nearly identical to these verses in the BT. BT 6.69–72:

pratarutthaya mantrajñah kulavrkqam prapamya ca | sirahpadme gurum dhyatva
tatsudhaplavitam smaret || manasairupacaraistu tamaradhya niramayah |
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muladibrahmarandhrantam mulavidyam vibhavayet || suryakotipratı̄kasam sudha-
plavitavigraham | tatprabhapatalavyaptam svasarı̄ram vicintayet || sleqmataka kar-

añjakqa nimbasvattha kadambakah | bilvo vapyathava >soka ityaqtau kulapadapah ||.

42. BT 6.301–2; pasusaktih pakqisaktir narasaktisca sobhane | vigupam pujita
karma sagupam jayate sada ||. Also see BT 6.57.

43. Loriliai Biernacki, field research notes, Summer 2004. Note also an extensive

discussion regarding the worship of a young girl, which does not involve the rite of

sexual union, also in the Rudrayamala, beginning from the seventh Patala, p. 89,
especially 7.36ff., p. 92.

44. This more common practice of worshiping a young girl takes us afield from

the discussion of the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ and, due to space constraints, will not be dis-

cussed here except to note that, just as in the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ the young girl is also

viewed as a goddess, and is especially given a dakqina, a gift of money, which, for the

BT (7.280ff.) and the NST (15.27ff.), is quite substantial.

45. We find also that a more sexually, and we might say socially, conservative text

like the Yoginı̄ Tantra (YgT), also associated with the northeast region in the late

medieval period, focuses extensively on this rite, the worship of the young girl. How-

ever, we should note that the sexual conservatism of the YgT is not like the con-

servatism of the Mahanirvapa Tantra (MNT) in that it’s clear that the author of the

MNT was greatly influenced by British opinions, whereas this is not in evidence

in the YgT. Also the MNT still advocates the rite of sexual union, but not in a way that

is especially empowering for women. In this context, the Tarabhaktisudharpava, a
late text from northeast India, which focuses on devotion to Tara, also like the YgT,

tends toward a conservative exclusion of the rite of sexual union.

46. GT 35.54–56: cintanam yoqita sarddham pujanam ca tathaiva hi | taya vir-

ahito mantrı̄ na sidhyati kadacana | bhavayed yoqita sarddham juhuyacca tayaiva hi ||

taya virahito mantrı̄ na sidhyati kadacana | striyo devah striyah prapah.
47. GST 5.11b: saktiyuktam japenmantram na mantram kevalam japet |.

48. I describe the rite in detail in chapter 2, so I will not go into it here, except to

mention that, as we find in the MT’s version here, 11.12–16, which is here named

as ‘‘lata sadhana,’’ a recurring feature in different texts’ representations of the element

of sexual union involves reciting mantras on the various parts of the woman’s body,

either a hundred or three hundred times. In chapter 2 I mention this in the se-

quence of the elements of the rite.

49. MT 11.17: athanyat sadhanam vakqye savadhana >vadharaya | para-

kı̄yalatacakre sampujya sveqtadevatam ||.

50. See Abbe Dubois, Hindu Manners, Customs and Ceremonies (Oxford: Clar-

endon, 1906; reprint, New Delhi: Asian Educational Services, 1986), 286ff.; and for

our own century, Bharati, The Tantric Tradition. For the verse in the MT see note 49.

51. KuT 8.71b: dhrtvasirasi nrtyanti madyabhapdani yoginah.
52. KuT 8.73–74: yogino madamattasca patanti pramadorasi | madakulasca

yoginyah patanti puruqopari || manorathasukham purpam kurvanti ca parasparam |.

53. The guru may optionally be present, and it appears was probably a necessary

presence when the couple first began performing the rite. See YT 1.19.
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54. I discuss this durable reverence in detail in chapter 2, which addresses the

rite of sexual union.

55. CT 3.16; again at YT 1.16. The Sanskrit for CT 3.16 is tatra cavahanam nasti.
The line in the YT is identical (shifting slightly in the next portion of the verse). The

emphatic use of the verb ¸as in these cases emphasizes that this runs counter to a

more usual practice of possession. Hence my italics for not is actually marked in the

text, as the use of the verb¸as is reserved mostly for when one wishes to add emphasis.

56. See, for instance, Kathleen Erndl, Victory to the Mother: The Hindu God-

desses of Northwest India in Myth, Ritual and Symbol; or Mary Hancock, ‘‘The Dilem-

mas of Domesticity: Possession and Devotional Experience among Urban Smarta

Women,’’ in From the Margins of Hindu Marriage, ed. Lindsey Harlan and Paul

Courtright, 60–87 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995).

57. Minus, of course, what the priest takes as his or her share. (I say ‘‘her’’

because I noticed on a recent trip to the Annapurpa temple in Benares that one young

girl also served as a priest to the goddess.)

58. MT 11.34: vrtha nyaso vrtha puja vrtha japo vrtha stutih | vrtha sadakqipo
homo yadyapriyakarah striyah.

59. CT 2.24: tasam praharanindañca kautilyamapriyantatha || sarvatha naiva

kartavyam |; CT 2.24; NST 11.121; NT p. 28, line14; BT 8.91 as well as 6.74; GT 35.8;

PhT 11.17 for no hatred toward women; and GST 5.17–20 cautioning the practitioner

to worship and feed women, and if one out of anger or delusion neglects to worship

women, the practice is useless.

60. GT 35.8a: kadacid darparupepa puqpepapi na tadayet |; NST 16.7: satapar-
adhasamyuktam puqpepapi na tadayet. As I discuss in appendix 1, this line in the

NST, though not that in the GT, is lifted from KuT 11.65.

61. BT 6.300b: strı̄pam mano na hantavyam |. The line here continues ‘‘espe-

cially not the women who are his.’’ See also Tantrarajatantra, ed. Mahamahopadhyaya
Lakshmana Shastri, introduction by Arthur Avalon (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1997;

originally published in 1926), an earlier text with a seventeenth-century Kashmiri

commentator, Subhaganandanatha, which also states that the practitioner should not

get angry at women: 5.80b, strı̄qu roqam praharam ca.

62. BT 7.111: atyutkataparadhe >pi na tasyadveqamacaret | strı̄dveqo naiva

kartavyo viseqat pujayet striyah ||. Also, NST 16.7: sataparadhasamyuktam puqpepapi
na tadayet.

63. NST 16.11b–16.12a: kruddhayam yoqiti kruddhah sadaham kulanayakah ||

duhkhitayam sada devı̄ duhkhita sapadayinı̄ |.
64. MT 11.33: durgamantrarata pumso yoqid bhutivivarddhinı̄ | sa ced bhavati

samkruddha dhanamayusca nasayet ||.
65. Cilappatikaram. See Lakshmi Holmstrom, Kannagi: A Modern Version of

Silappadikaram (Bombay: Sangam, 1980). Thanks to Ginni Ishimatsu for supplying

this reference.

66. See especially Lindsey Harlan’s interesting discussion of the cursing power

of the satı̄, in ‘‘Satı̄: The Story of Godavarı̄,’’ in Devı̄: Goddesses of India, ed. John S.

Hawley, 227–49 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1996).
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67. BT 7.188–89: niyamah puruqairjñeyo na yoqitsu kadacana || yadva tadva yena
tena sarvatah sarvato > pi ca | yoqitam dhyanamatrepa siddhayah syur na samsayah ||.

BT 7.198: yoqiccintanamatrepa tathaiva varadayinı̄ | tasmat sarvaprayatnena dı̄k-

qayed nija kaulikı̄m |. Here ‘‘siddhi’’ is plural, but for the sake of syntax I translate it

as singular, ‘‘magical attainment.’’ Also, an alternative reading in the text is ‘‘dvija’’

instead ‘‘nija,’’ meaning he should initiate the twice-born woman.

68. GT 36.5b–6a: na snanam na tatha puja na dhyanam nyasameva va ||

mantrasmarapamatrepa yoqitam varadayinı̄ |.
69. Chandogya Upaniqad 4.4.3ff. in Patrick Olivelle, Early Upanishads: Annotated

Text and Translation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998).

70. In chapter 4, on women and mantra, I discuss in greater detail the affinity of

women with mantras.

71. Kathleen Erndl, ‘‘Is Shakti Empowering for Women? Reflections on Femi-

nism and the Hindu Goddess,’’ in Is the Goddess a Feminist? ed. Alf Hiltebeitel and

Kathleen Erndl, 92 (New York: New York University Press, 2000); Sherma, ‘‘Hin-

duism,’’ 31; Shaw, Passionate Enlightenment; and Karen Pechilis, ed., The Graceful

Guru: Hindu Female Gurus in India and the United States (New York: Oxford University

Press, 2004).

72. See Carol S. Anderson, ‘‘The Life of Gauri Ma’’ in Graceful Guru, 65–84.

73. See Rebecca Manring, ‘‘Sı̄ta Devı̄: An Early Vaiqpava Guru’’ in Graceful Guru,

51–64 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004).

74. H. K. Barpujari, Comprehensive History of Assam, vol. 3 (Guwahati: Publica-

tion Board Assam, 1990–94), 236–237.

75. NST 5.70: anandanathasabdanta guravah sarvasiddhidah | striyo 7 pi gurur-

upasced ambantah parikı̄rtitah |. Literally, the second line reads ‘‘women also, if they

are gurus are known by ‘mother’ attached to the end [of their names].’’

76. GST 2.18b–20: striya dı̄kqa subha prokta sarvakamaphalaprada ||

bahujanmarjitat pupyad bahubhagyavasad yadi | strı̄gururlabhyate natha tasya

dhyanam tu kı̄drsam || kulı̄nastrı̄gurordhyanam srotumicchami sampratam |

kathayasva mahabhaga yadyaham tava vallabha ||. We should also note here that

the god Siva initially does not want to reveal the visualizations to Parvatı̄ because
women’s natures are wavering, and they might tell the secret. See GST 2.9b.

77. A variant reading the editors give here is prasannavadanam, ‘‘a smiling face.’’

78. GST 2.21–26: srpu parvati vakqyami tava snehapariplutah | rahasyam strı̄-

gurordhyanam yatra dhyeya ca sa guruh || sahasrare mahapadme kiñjalkagapasobhite
| praphullapadmapatrakqı̄m ghanapı̄napayodharam || sahasravadanam nityam
kqı̄pamadhyam sivam gurum | padmaragasamabhasam raktavastrasusobhanam ||

ratnakaxkapapapim ca ratnanupurasobhitam | saradindupratı̄kasavaktrodbhasita-
kupdalam || svanathavamabhagastham varabhayakarambujam | iti te kathitam devi

strı̄gurordhyanamuttamam || gopanı̄yam prayatnena na prakasyam kadacana ||.

79. The verses giving the visualization of the male guru are GST 2.12–15.

80. Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya, Prapatoqipı̄, part 1, ed. Harivansh Kumar Pandey,

473, 475ff. (Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 2000), for the hymn of

‘‘armor’’ and for the song sung to the woman as a guru (strı̄gurugı̄ta). This stotram in
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the Kaxkalamalinı̄ Tantra in Tantrasaxgraha, ed. Ramprasad Tripathı̄. Yogatantra-
granthamala Series, vol. 6, part 4 (Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University,

1996), 3.27–34, is not framed in this text as a hymn to a female guru, but rather as a

hymn to Parvatı̄ as the guru. For the worship of the wife of the guru see 479 in

the Prapatoqipı̄; I address in appendix 1, on sources, that the Kaxkalamalinı̄ Tantra
contains some elements of the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice,’’ but not enough to include it as one of

the sources for this study.

81. Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya, Prapatoqipı̄, 479. This is called the sapatnı̄kaguru-

pujanam.

82. Here GST 2.14a, but also often generally as well.

83. Banerji cites this verse in his Brief History, 184. He, however, reads the

compound, ‘‘svanathavamabhagastham’’ (GTS 2.25a; Prapatoqipı̄, 473) as ‘‘she who is

situated on the left side of her lord’’ (reading the second half of the compound in

tatpuruqa relationship to the first half instead of reading it as a karmadharaya com-

pound, which would instead render the compound as ‘‘she who has her lord seated on

her left side’’). I suggest that given the parallel structure in visualization of the male

guru—GST 2.14a: ‘‘suraktasaktim samyuktavamabhagamanoharam,’’ ‘‘who is attrac-

tive, united with his beloved sakti on his left side,’’ which also uses ‘‘vamabhaga,’’
‘‘the left side,’’ to indicate that his sakti is on his left—may be read in its parallel

structure to indicate that both should be visualized with partners on their left side.

I also found this visualization on the Web site of Mike McGee, cited as a selection

taken from the Brahmayamala (www.religiousworlds.com/mandalam/guru.htm).

In the translation given on this Web site, as in mine, the male is placed to the left

of the female guru. Curiously, this Web site also gives on a separate page a sum-

mary of the contents of the GST, but seems to miss that this visualization is

taken directly from the second chapter of the GST.

84. GST 2.19.

85. Rudrayamala 2.107: svapne tu niyamo nasti dı̄kqasu gurusiqyayoh | svapna-

labdhe striya datte samskarepaiva suddhyati ||; Rudrayamala (Uttara Tantra). Pra-

thama and Dvitı̄ya Vibhaga, 2 vols., ed. Ramaprasada Tripathı̄. Yogatantra-
Granthamala Series 7 (Varanasi: Sampurnananda Sanskrit University, 1991). One

could also possibly read the locative absolute in the second line as the ‘‘mantra given

by a woman in a dream,’’ but given the lines following this verse, the reading I offer

makes more sense.

86. Rudrayamala, 2.108–11: sadhvı̄ caiva sadacara gurubhakta jitendriya |

sarvamantrarthatattvajña susı̄la pujane rata | sarvalakqapasampanna japika
padmalocana | ratnalaxkarasamyukta varpabhuvanabhuqita | santa kulı̄na kulaja
candrasya sarvavrddhiga | anantagupasampanna rudratvadayinı̄ priya || gururupa
muktidatrı̄ sivajñananirupipı̄ | guruyogya bhavet sa hi vidhava parivarjita || striya dı̄kqa
subha prokta mantrascaqtagupah smrtah | putripı̄ vidhava grahya kevala rpakaripı̄ ||
(‘‘bhuvana emended to read ‘‘bhuvana’’; ‘‘mantras’’ emended to read ‘‘mantras’’).

87. But note that the verses that immediately follow this, 2.113–14, make ex-

ceptions for some widows and mothers.

88. This text is the Uttara Tantra version of the Rudrayamala.
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89. Brahmananda Giri, Saktanandataraxgipı̄, ed. Rajanatha Tripathı̄ (Varanasi:
Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 1987), 2.31.

90. Rudrayamala 2.113; also, 2.115 for more praise of the mantra given by one’s

mother.

91. Saktanandataraxgipı̄, 2.31–33. We might also note here that the medieval

writer Jayaratha also refers to three women as esteemed teachers, gurus, in his lineage

(Navjivan Rastogi, Introduction to the Tantraloka (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1987),

114.

92. BT 7.198b: tasmat sarvaprayatnena dı̄kqayed nija kaulikı̄m; and also GT 36.2.

An alternative reading given by Kaul in the notes, dvija for nija (BT, p. 110), would

suggest that one ought to initiate women belonging to the upper castes. See also NST

14.50.

93. BT 7.199b–200: anenaiva kramepaiva yah karoti kriyam subham || tasya

vamse mahesani brhaspatisamah puman | jayate natra sandehah satyam satyam
surarcite.

94. GST 5.11b: saktiyuktam japenmantram na mantram kevalam japet |.

95. GST 5.12: savitrı̄ sahito brahma siddho >bhun naganandini | dvaravatyam
krqpadevah siddho >bhut satyaya saha ||. Once initiated, women engage in the

practice of mantra repetition (MT 11.33) and worship (kulapuja, GT 36.8). We also

find in the Sarvavijayi Tantra (SVT) in Tantrasaxgraha, ed. Vrajvallabha Dvivedi,

Yogatantragranthamala Series 8, part 5. (Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit Univer-

sity, 1996), a rite for women that is textually marked as a woman’s rite, since it affords

a woman control over her husband (SVT 95–103).

96. GT 36.6a; also BT 7.189ff.

97. BT 7.196: gaxgasmarapamatrepa niqpapo jayate yatha ||.

98. BT 7.193: puqpadarsanamatrepa gandharvasca sukhı̄ bhavet |.

99. BT 7.192b: kqudhartah kqı̄rapanena yatha trpto >bhijayate ||.

100. BT 7.195: tripuradhyanamatrepa bhuktirmuktiryatha bhavet |.

101. BT 7.189b: yoqitam dhyanamatrepa siddhayah syur na samsayah |.

102. GT 36.2–5; NST 14.45–50.

103. BT 7.188b–89: niyamah puruqairjñeyo na yoqitsu kadacana || yadva tadva
yena tena sarvatah sarvato > pi ca | yoqitam dhyanamatrepa siddhayah syur na

samsayah ||.; BT 7.198: yoqiccintanamatrepa tathaiva varadayinı̄ | tasmat sarva-
prayatnena dı̄kqayed nija kaulikı̄m.

104. This section is similar to KCT 5.50ff., with some minor differences. This

may be read in two ways: as meditation on women, or meditation by women. Here

I explain why I think it can only be read as meditation by women—based on two

pieces of evidence, the context and the parallel structure we find in the verses that

offer the analogies. To present Louise Finn’s translation, taking the genitive ‘‘be-

longing to women’’ to mean ‘‘on women,’’ Finn translates this as mere meditation on

women rather than by women. However, the whole point of this section’s poetic anal-

ogies is to urge the practitioner to initiate a woman in his family. If it were sim-

ply by meditation on a woman that one acquired siddhi, there would be no need to

initiate women. Only by her meditating does one acquire siddhi. Hence she should be
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initiated. Note also that GT 36.2–5 and NST 14.45–50 offer a similar set of analogies

to argue for women’s initiation, including some of the ones we find in the BT. All

these texts conclude that one should initiate women, which would be totally unnec-

essary if it were merely a case of meditation on women. Also the genitive is used for

nrnam (of men, humans) to note that men acquire siddhi by serving the guru. So

again, it makes sense to take the genitive applied to women in the same sense of

ownership, attainment, as we see in the genitive of nr. While I suggest that the KCT

differs from the BT and NST and GT with respect to women, this is one of the

incidents I refer to in appendix 1 on sources where we do find a precursor in an earlier

text to the attitudes toward women in the later texts.

105. Finn ascribes a date of the ninth through eleventh centuries for the KCT

(Kulacudamapi Tantram and Vamakesvara Tantra, with the Jayaratha Commentary,

introduced, translated, and annotated by Louise Finn, 21 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz,

1986). To point out a number of these: KCT 3.53–55¼BT 6.4–6; KCT 5.41¼BT 5.74;

KCT 3.30 approximates BT 6.20; KCT 7.45–52 is very similar to BT 6.54–66. In

reference to this description, KCT call this the right-handed path (dakqipacara), where
the BT calls this conduct for occasional rites (naimittika). The pattern of repetition,

often not exact, with a greater attention to meaning than to the form of the earlier

version, tends to indicate that the BT’s author or authors were aware of the KCT

and synthesized elements of it to suit their own understanding. One could also con-

jecture that much of the KCT had, over the course of six or so centuries, become

a part of a common oral tradition, which was utilized by the author or authors of

the BT in their composition. Kamakhya is especially referenced at KCT 5.1, 36–42,

and also in connection with other pı̄thas at 3.60ff., 6.4ff. Other texts in the group of

texts from the fifteenth through eighteenth centuries that I examine also bear simi-

larities and borrow from earlier sources like the KCT, especially, for instance, the

GT. Since many of the myths and stories I focus on come from the BT, however, it

especially makes sense to use it as a particular point of comparison.

106. KCT 3.35–44¼BT 7.64–73. Finn follows Avalon (Kulacudamapi Tantram,

ed., Girı̄sha Candra Vedantatı̄rtha, in Tantrik Texts, vol. 4, ed. Arthur Avalon [London:

Luzac and Co., 1915; reprint, New Delhi: Aditya Prakashan, n.d], 9) in noting the title

of this hymn as the ‘‘karpejapa stotram,’’ literally, the ‘‘Hymn for Recitation of the

Mantra in the Ear’’ (Kulacudamapi Tantram, 98). Pratapaditya Pal also references a

line from this hymn in his discussion of the Tantrasara of Krqpananda Āgamavagı̄sa
in Hindu Religion and Iconology (Los Angeles: Vichitra, 1981), 18.

107. It is not explicitly clear from this section of the KCT that ritual sex is

involved, but the text seems to suggest it. See, for instance, KCT 3.5–12, 49ff.

108. KCT 3.11: dı̄kqita na ca yoqa cet katham syat kulapujanam |. That is, in the

KCT the hymn likely serves to make available women for the rite of sexual union,

an act one might suspect to be simply a mechanism for fulfilling the desires of the

male participants.

109. KuT 7.38: adı̄kqitam striyam kuryat sadyah samskaramambike |.

110. BT 7.72: miti-matr-maye devi miti-matr-bahiqkrte. The seventh verse also

differs slightly; the KCT imagines the woman covered in the blood of severed heads,
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while the BT gives her the more iconographically stylized ‘‘wearing a garland of

skulls.’’

111. KCT 2.29–30; 3.4–10.

112. KCT 2.21ff.; 5.28.

113. Especially KCT 3.4–10; 4.22–34; 5.25–31. I discuss the similarities to James

Bond in chapter 3 in the context of the rite of sexual union.

114. I address these in chapter 3 so I will not elaborate more here. The references

are ‘‘gazing at him with a sideways glance, the composure of her mind is broken

by her longing’’ (KCT 4.22); ‘‘flustered, she reveals her body by adjusting the end of

her garment’’ (KCT 4.27); ‘‘she goes here and there, unable to bear the sexual desire’’

(KCT 4.31); and so on.

115. BT 6.73ff., 300ff.; 7.283ff.; in contrast to KCT 7.75, which enjoins not in-

sulting only the kula woman.

116. See also, for instance, GT 36.2. The GT follows the same principle

of necessary initiation for female participants, and GT 36.3ff. presents a list of

analogies similar to the BT in this context, also arguing for the initiation of

women.

117. PhT 11.20: dikkalaniyamo nasti sthityadiniyamo na ca | jape na kalaniyamo

narcadiqu baliqvapi ||. Also see BT 7.104ff.; CT 2.21f.; GST 3.4; NST 13.21ff.

118. BT 7.107: natra suddhyadyapekqasti na camedhyadiduqapam |. Also see CT

2.21; NST 13.23; BT 8.93ff.; PhT 11.11f., 20ff.; GST 3.4.

119. BT 7.109.

120. Sanderson, ‘‘Saivism and the Tantric Tradition,’’ 662.

121. S. C. Banerji, Tantra in Bengal: A Study in Its Origin, Development and In-

fluence, 2nd rev. and enl. ed. (New Delhi: Manohar, 1992), also takes note of this

practice, with no rules except that of regarding women with great respect, which he

designates as ‘‘kulacara’’ and ‘‘kaula.’’ The terms kulacara and kaula, however, do

appear in a variety of texts from other periods and places without this particular

stipulation. And while these terms also appear in these texts, this practice is not

specifically designated by these terms. To avoid confusion I note only the terms here

used by the texts in this study.

122. Louis Dumont, Homo Hierarchicus: The Caste System and Its Implications,

2nd ed., trans. Mark Sainsburg, Louis Dumont, and Basia Gulati (Chicago: University

of Chicago Press, 1980).

123. Veena Das, Structure and Cognition: Aspects of Hindu Caste and Ritual, 2nd

ed. (London: Oxford University Press, 1982).

124. Abhinavagupta, Tantraloka of Abhinavagupta with Commentary by Rajanaka
Jayaratha. 12 vols., edited with notes by Mukund Ram Shastri et al. (Allahabad: In-

dian, 1918–38; reprinted with introduction and notes by R. C. Dwivedi and Navjivan

Rastogi. 8 vols. (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1987), 4.213ff.

125. An idea, by the way, that Jacques Derrida has explored to great length.

126. CT 2.25; NST 11.122; 16.6; GT 35.56; BT 6.75b; 8.90. The Sanskrit here is

‘‘striyo devah striyah prapah striya eva vibhuqapam’’: ‘‘Women are Gods; women are the

life-breath; women in this way are a splendor, a beauty.’’ ‘‘Vibhuqapam’’ alternatively
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means ‘‘ornament.’’ NST 16.6 reverses the word order with ‘‘striyam [sic] prapah striyo

devah striya eva vibhuqapam.’’

127. GST 1.9: sakti mulam jagat sarvam saktimulam parantape |.

128. NST 16.12b–14a: matapitrorgurostyago brahma sambhustatha harih ||

varañcaham parityajyo navamanya tu kaminı̄. vrtha nyasam vrtha puja vrtha japo vrtha
stutih | vrtha sadakqipo homo yadyapriyakarah striyah.

129. Gloria Goodwin Raheja and Ann Grodzins Gold, Listen to the Heron’s Words:

Reimagining Gender and Kinship in North India (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University

of California Press, 1994), 121.

130. NST 16.12b–14a. See n. 128 above for the Sanskrit for this.

131. NST 16.15: varam prapaparityago na kuryadapriyam striyah |.

132. MT 11.36b: varam devı̄ parityajya naiva tyajya svakaminı̄ ||. For the sake of

smooth English, I supply the word the here, making the goddess into a singular

universal. However, this universalizing article ‘‘the’’ is not a feature of Sanskrit. Lit-

erally, the text reads ‘‘better to abandon Goddess. . . .’’

133. MT 11.37b–38a: na dhata nacyutah sambhur na ca vama sanatanı̄ || yoqida-
priyakartaram rakqitum ca kqamo bhavet |. This appears to echo a popular verse

lauding the guru, which states that the guru can save someone from the wrath of the

god Siva, but no one can save one from the wrath of the guru. Here the verse is

co-opted to express a different sentiment.

134. GT 35.8: tvatsvarupipı̄.
135. We should also note here that the text uses the term God, rather than the

feminine abstractive devata, which tends to carry a diminished importance in relation

to the term deva. In this context see also Catherine Weinberger-Thomas, Ashes of

Immortality: Widow Burning in India (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999),

172, for a contemporary instance of women, in this case, the satı̄, designated with

the male term dev (the Hindi version of the Sanskrit), rather than the female form

devı̄.

136. CT 5.7.

137. The pañcatattva in these texts usually refers to the Five Ms discussed earlier.

However, it may also refer to the five elements or five principles of the cosmos.

138. GST 7.15ff. This reading comes from two manuscripts the editors titled ‘‘k’’

and ‘‘x.’’ Recension ‘‘g’’ also lists women as a fifth group, though here they do not

get absorbed in the body of the goddess. The editors printed an alternative version that

lists the fifth category as ‘‘army generals’’ (apparently the ‘‘kha’’ manuscript). Now

as far as the logic of categories goes, it seems rather far-fetched to list the four well-

known castes and then as a fifth add the category of ‘‘army generals’’—apart from

the fact that most of the manuscripts (the other three listed) give the fifth category

as women. This editorial decision likely reflects an uneasiness on the part of this

text’s editors and one of this text’s redactors to the more symmetrical idea of women

as constituting a fifth caste. Also, ‘‘army generals’’ as a category is generally sub-

sumed under the warrior caste. Finally, given that what the fifth caste obtains, ab-

sorption into the body of the goddess (devı̄dehe pralı̄yate, GST 7.20a), it appears rather

more likely that women would attain this state than would army generals.
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139. CT 4.23b: sarve >pi jantavo loke muktah syuh strı̄niqevapat ||. Also see 2.44

(the first verse) in the extra set of verses attached to the end of the second chapter

called the ‘‘Adhika Patha.’’
140. See Smith, ‘‘Indra’s Curse,’’ 18. We should note also GST 11.13 where

women are still conceived of as a group like the four castes, however here they, rather

than being treated more like Brahmins, are again lumped together with Sudras, as
being prohibited from pronouncing the syllable ‘‘Om.’’

141. Jacques Lacan, On Feminine Sexuality: The Limits of Love and Knowledge.

20th Seminare, Encore 1972–73, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: Norton, 1998); Julia

Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York:

Columbia University Press, 1982).

chapter 2

1. This section in the CT borrows from the Kularpava Tantra, ed. Taranatha

Vidyaratna with an introduction by Arthur Avalon (Sir John Woodroffe), 2.117–19

(Madras: Ganesh and Company, 1965; reprint, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1975). In

fact, the CT borrows extensively from the Kularpava Tantra and reworks it, modi-

fying it and adding some new material. One also notices here that this assumes

that women are not in the loop of getting enlightenment through sex (unless the text

assumes that women are also having intercourse with women). The Buddha’s re-

sponse to Vasiqtha’s question here is elusive; he simply praises the kula path as the

highest and as leading to liberation.

2. David White’s brilliant, detailed analysis is probably one of the best analyses

of this, but his is not isolated. Agehananda Bharati also presents this picture (The

Tantric Tradition [London: Ryder and Co., 1965; reprint, New York: Grove, 1975],

304ff.) as does Ronald Davidson’s recent study of Buddhist Tantra (Indian Esoteric

Buddhism [New York: Columbia University Press, 2002], 92ff., especially 97). For the

power of flight, see White, The Kiss of the Yoginı̄:Tantric Sex in Its South Asian Con-

texts (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 196ff. Also I address in greater

detail differences between the earlier texts and texts used in this study in appendix 1.

3. The texts used are those cited in the introduction. The specific version I focus

on for the rite of sexual union derives especially from the BT (6.21ff.; 7.84ff.; 7.112ff.),

with similar versions in PhT (11.18ff.), MT (11.5ff.), CT (3.13ff.), YT (7.10ff.), GT

(35.54ff.), which I also draw upon. In appendix 1 I examine in greater detail this set

of texts. For this chapter in general I focus mostly upon the BT and the CT, using

also occasionally the tenth-century KCT as a point of contrast.

4. See n. 2 above. Also see Dimock, Place of the Hidden Moon (Chicago: Uni-

versity of Chicago Press, 1989), 210ff.; White, The Kiss of the Yoginı̄, passim; and

Urban, Tantra: Sex, Secrecy, Politics and Power in the Study of Religion (Berkeley and Los

Angeles: University of California Press, 2003), 49f.

5. See Catharine Mackinnon, Only Words (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University

Press, 1993); Catharine Mackinnon and Andrea Dworkin, eds., In Harm’s Way: The

Pornography Civil Rights Hearings (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
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1997); and Catharine Mackinnon, Feminism Unmodified: Discourses on Life and Law

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987).

6. KCT 3.5–8: Kulakula [sic?] japam krtva samanayati tatkqapat || yannamna
likhitam yantram tamanayati tatkqapat [sic?]| satayojanadurastham nadı̄parvata-

madhyagam || dvı̄pantarasahsrequ rakqitam nigadadibhih | payodharabharakqubdha-
madhyamam lolalocanam. . . sadhakakaxkqihrdayam. This whole section runs from

KCT 3.4–10. The lines I left out were more graphic than this project calls for and the

reader in any case gets the idea here.

7. It also differs, coincidentally, from the slightly later and Western influenced

Mahanirvapa Tantra, which also tends toward what I read as a less empowering vision

of women, even as the Mahanirvapa Tantra incorporates Western notions of a chi-

valric protection of women.

8. KuT 8.103: cakramadhye tu mudhatma jatibhedam karoti yah tam bhak-

qayanti yoginyas. Also see, for instance, 11.38. David White, The Kiss of the Yoginı̄,

passim, also expatiates at length on this image of woman as yoginı̄.

9. Recent television series, such as those of the epics Ramayapa and the

Mahabharata, aptly enforce this image with a benign and pious Vasiqtha as the

epitome of brahminical propriety. For a good literary example of the popular repre-

sentation of Vasiqtha as the calm and pure Brahmin, see R. K. Narayan’s Gods,

Demons and Others, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 64–84.

10. CT 1.34b–35a: aradhayanmahamayam Vasiqtho <tijitendriyah || athar-
adhayatastasya sahasram parivatsaran |. The spelling of Vasiqtha’s name with the s in
this text likely indicates the northeast region for the text’s location.

11. From ten thousand years in CT 1.14, the figure is reduced to one thousand

years in his subsequent conversation with Brahma (CT 1.24). Bharati (Agehananda

Bharati, The Tantric Tradition [London: Ryder and Co., 1965; reprint, New York:

Grove, 1975], 69) cites a similar, though somewhat different story as derived from

the Brahmayamala, though without giving an indication of where in the Brahmaya-
mala one might find this. White cites an earlier version of this story found in the

Rudrayamala, which differs from the version in the CT, especially in that in the

Rudrayamala version, Vasiqtha comes across sages drinking (menstrual) blood (White,

The Kiss of the Yoginı̄, 75–76), whereas in the CT, after Vasiqtha’s story is told, Siva
relates a similar parallel story, but where the god Brahma comes across the sages,

they were not drinking blood but were drinking wine (madyapana CT 5.17). Below

I offer a similar version with the sages from the BT.

12. CT 1.14b: nanugraham cakarasau Tara samsarataripı̄.
13. CT 1.16b–18: Brahma sa ca munim praha srpu putra vaco mama || tattvaj-

ñanamayı̄m vidyam taram bhuvanataripı̄m | aradhaya tvam srı̄carapam siddhiyuktena

cetasa || asyah prasadadevaham bhuvanani caturdasa | srjami caturo vedan kalpayami.

14. CT 1.36b–37a: tada roqepa mahata jajvala sa munı̄svarah || tato jalam sama-
daya tamsaptumupacakrame |.

15. CT 1.41.

16. CT 1.40–43: tato devı̄ mahamaya taripı̄ sarvasiddhida | uvaca sadhakasreq-
tham vasiqtham muninam varam || roqepa darupamanah katham mamasapad bhavan
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| madı̄yaradhanacaram buddharupı̄ janardanah || eka eva vijanati nanyah kascana
tattvatah | vrthaiva yamabahulyah kalo >yam gamitastvaya || viruddhacarası̄lena
mama tattvamajanata | tadbuddharupipo viqpoh sannidhim yahi samprati ||.

17. Pintchman, The Rise of the Goddess in the Hindu Tradition (Albany: State

University of New York Press, 1994), 201. Susan Wadley also articulates this view,

connecting it to the married or unmarried state of a woman or goddess, with the

former being auspicious and the latter dangerous (‘‘Women and the Hindu Tradi-

tion,’’ inWomen in India: Two Perspectives, ed. Doranne Jacobson and Susan S. Wadley

[Columbia, Mo.: South Asia, 1977], 118f.), as does William Sax, Mountain Goddess:

Gender and Politics in a Himalayan Pilgrimage (New York: Oxford University Press,

1991), 31f.

18. One might suggest she acts more like the finicky guru Marpa, who repeatedly

rejects Milarepa’s architectural efforts, than like the terrific and beneficent goddess

we find in the Devı̄ Mahatmya.

19. The quote I cite from Monier-Williams below is a good example of this

nineteenth-century consternation over a perceived impropriety and prurience

discovered in Tantric practice. Also see Urban, Tantra, for attention to nineteenth-

century European reactions to Tantra.

20. CT 2.5b: madirapanasañjatam raktamantharalocanam.

21. CT 2.3b: vilasollasitena ca.

22. CT 2.6–7: duradeva vilokyaivam vasiqtho buddharupipam | vismayena

samaviqtah smaran samsarataripı̄m || kimidam kriyate karma viqpuna buddharupipa |
vedavadaviruddho >yamacarah sammato mama ||.

23. CT 4.23: strı̄sambhogena lokanam yadi mokqo bhavediha | sarve >pi jantavo

loke muktah syuh strı̄niqevapat ||.
24. CT 2.8–9a: iti cintayatastasya vasiqthasya mahatmanah | akasavapı̄ prahasu

maivam cintaya suvrata || acarah paramartho >yam taripı̄sadhane mune |.

25. CT 2.11b–13: vasiqtho dapdavadbhumau papatatı̄va harqitah || tathotthaya
prapamyasau krtañjaliputo munih | jagama viqpoh sannidhyam buddharupasya
parvati || athasau tam samalokya madiramodavihvalah | praha buddhah prasannatma
kimartham tvamihagatah ||.

26. The CT, of course, names the special practice ‘‘the Chinese Conduct’’ or ‘‘the

Tibetan Conduct’’ (cı̄nacara). For the sake of consistency I keep the English nomen-

clature of the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ throughout this book.
27. CT 2.20a and 2.22b: sarva eva subhah kalo nasubho vidyate kvacit |; and,

sarvatha pujayed devı̄masnatah krtabhojanah ||.

28. CT 2.23b–24b: strı̄dveqo naiva kartavyo viseqat pujanam striyah || tasam
praharanindañca kautilyamapriyantatha sarvatha naiva kartavyam. The quote con-

tinues on to say that these activities obstruct the attainment of the practitioner.

29. In appendix 1 I note how the KuT rather suggests that one should dissemble,

and not tell a woman she is ugly in order to make sure she stays for the rite.

30. CT 2.25. Again, I discuss this in detail in chapter 1.

31. CT. 2.44. Adhika patha also CT 4.23: sarve >pi jantavo loke muktah syuh strı̄

niqevapat ||. That is, Vasiqtha learns precisely the lesson that he mockingly makes fun
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of, when he suggests that everyone (‘‘sarve,’’ here presumably all male creatures)

ought to be enlightened from serving women. The Sanskrit word here, niqevana, from
the root sev, carries a double connotation of serving, worshiping, and also having

sexual intercourse with someone.

32. I discuss in greater detail in chapter 1 this special ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice.’’ In the BT

see 6.73f.; see also, for instance, NST 11.120f.

33. In a number of cases, the Kaulajñananirpaya for instance, I would concur

with this assessment.

34. Curiously, Vasiqtha’s attitude is oddly reminiscent here of much of the way

that contemporary science—genetic manipulation of crops, for instance—suggests

that more and greater scientific manipulation of Nature will force Nature to submit to

human will.

35. And perhaps even for Vasiqtha, as his question to Buddha in the epigraph

here suggests. I discuss the ‘‘pornographic’’ element ascribed to Tantra by the West

below.

36. CT 3.16: tatra cavahanam nasti.
37. In chapter 1 I discuss the ordinary, nonpossessed woman as goddess, in

contrast to a more typical Tantric ritual worship of a woman as goddess who is

possessed by a goddess.

38. What is probably the most important and striking aspect of this practice is

that it counters what we find in an earlier Tantric text such as the KCT, by explicitly

extending this rule to the treatment of women all the time; see BT 6.73f.; also NST

11.120f.; CT 2.23ff.

39. Monier Monier-Williams, Hinduism (London: SPCK, 1906), 126ff.

40. Ibid., 127.

41. Ibid., 126.

42. Ibid.

43. Ibid.

44. For instance, see www.tantra.com; www.kundalini-tantra.com; www

.tantramagic.com; www.tantra-sex.com; www.sexuality.org/tantra.html. This list is

by no means exhaustive, nor does it include the variety of Tantric workshops of-

fered in local and regional resource magazines, such as the ‘‘Tantra’’ workshops

designed to improve sexual relationships, offered by Charles and Caroline Muir as

advertised in Nexus in the Denver/Boulder area.

45. Paul Muller-Ortega, ‘‘Aspects of Jı̄vanmukti in the Tantric Saivism of Kash-

mir,’’ in Living Liberation in Hindu Thought, ed. Andrew Fort and Patricia Mumme,

187–217 (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996); Muller-Ortega, Triadic

Heart of Siva (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989).

46. Muller-Ortega, ‘‘Aspects of Jı̄vanmukti,’’ 197f.

47. See also Muller-Ortega, ‘‘Tantric Meditation: Vocalic Beginnings,’’ in Ritual

and Speculation in Early Tantrism: Studies in Honor of Andre Padoux, ed. T. Goudrian

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992); as well as Douglas Brooks,

Auspicious Wisdom: The Texts and Traditions of Srı̄ Vidya Sakta Tantrism in South India

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992); the work of European scholars
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like Andre Padoux, Vac: The Concept of the Word in Selected Hindu Tantras, trans.

Jacques Gontier (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989); Gudrun Buh-

nemann, The Iconography of Hindu Tantric Deities. 2 vols. (Groningen: Egbert Forsten,

2000); especially Alexis Sanderson’s (‘‘Saivism and the Tantric Tradition,’’ in The

World’s Religions, ed. Stewart Sutherland et al. [London: Routledge, 1988]) insightful

historical research; Helene Brunner, ‘‘The Sexual Aspect of the Lixga Cult accord-

ing to the Saiddhantika Scriptures,’’ in Studies in Hinduism 2: Miscellanea to the Phe-

nomenon of Tantras, ed. G. Oberhammer, 87–103 (Vienna: Osterreichischen Akademie

der Wissenschaften, 1998); Raffaele Torella, The Īsvarapratyabhijñakarika of Utpala-

deva with the Author’s Vrtti: Critical Edition and Annotated Translation (Rome: Isti-

tuto Italiano per il medio ed estremo oriente, 1994); Sanjukta Gupta, ‘‘The Worship

of Kalı̄ according to the Todala Tantra’’ in Tantra: In Practice, ed. David Gordon

White, 463–88 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2000); and especially

Sanjukta Gupta, Teun Goudriaan, and Dirk Hoens, Hindu Tantrism (Leiden: Brill,

1979); Mark S. G. Dyczkowski, The Canon of the Saivagama and the Kubjika Tantras of

the Western Kaula Tradition (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988);

and Hugh Urban, Tantra: Sex, Secrecy, Politics and Power in the Study of Religion

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2003), also attempts to

historically locate and diffuse Western Orientalist constructions of Tantra’s associa-

tion with sexuality.

48. Yoginı̄ Tantra, ed. Biswanarayan Shastri (Delhi and Varanasi: Bharatiya

Vidya Pradashan, 1982), xii.

49. S. C. Banerji, Tantra in Bengal: A Study in Its Origin, Development and In-

fluence. 2nd rev. and enl. ed. (New Delhi: Manohar, 1992), 247.

50. One also might read this as an internalization of earlier critiques of Tantra by

Westerners being proffered forth by indigenous scholars, even as they distance

themselves and revision the critiques given.

51. Wendy Doniger, ‘‘Tantric Bodies,’’ Times Literary Supplement, May 20, 2004.

http://www.svabhinava.org/friends/rajivMalhotra/WendyWhite-frame.html. The is-

sues involved in this critique are clearly far more complex than I have the space to

present here, involving a politics of representation and authenticity; interesting for our

purposes, however, is that the critique focuses on a misreading of sexuality.

52. Doniger herself takes these terms from White, who uses these terms, not

innappropriately, to distinguish between different forms and degrees of a Tantric

praxis’ use of sex.

53. Rae Langton, ‘‘Speech Acts and Unspeakable Acts,’’ Philosophy and Public

Affairs 22, no. 4 (Autumn 1993): 293–294.

54. Judith Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative (New York:

Routledge, 1997), 82ff., especially 85.

55. Langton, ‘‘Speech Acts and Unspeakable Acts,’’ 321ff.

56. Butler, Excitable Speech, 3 and passim.

57. White, The Kiss of the Yoginı̄, xiff.

58. Kripal, Kalı̄’s Child: The Mystical and the Erotic in the Life and Teaching

of Ramakrishna, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). Kripal’s
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thoughtful study and the response to it especially illustrates a process whereby iden-

tity is interpellated and internalized to the point that the cultural gap reinforces

a problematics of sexual identity. In terms of a liberatory politics, something like

a double bind ensues. Sara Suleri’s articulation of the competing bind between race

and gender in a postcolonial context nicely expresses the implications and ramifi-

cations of this sort of bind (though in a different context) (Suleri, ‘‘Woman Skin Deep:

Feminism and the Postcolonial Condition,’’ in Contemporary Postcolonial Theory, ed.

Padmini Mongia (London: Arnold, 1996), 340.

59. BT 8.37–47: idanı̄m srpu devesi rahasyamidamuttamam || pura daruvane
ramye unmatta ragamohitah | parastriyam gharqayanti madyam svadanti nityasah |

tad drqtvanucitam karma viqpuna samupasthitam | srı̄viqpuruvaca | devadeva

mahadeva sarvadeva dayanidhe || devadaruvane papa madyapanarataturah | para-

striyamgharqayanti munayo ragamohitah || digambarastatha mudhah samprayasyanti
kam gatim | iti tasya vacah srutva tamuvaca tvaham priye || kalika ya mahavidya
hyaniruddhasarasvatı̄ | vidyarajñı̄ti ya prokta ete tanmantrajapakah || param mukta
bhaviqyanti tadgayatrı̄m japanti ca | etasyastu prabhavepa sarve deva vimocitah ||

nijamatrvadhat so >pi parasuramo vimocitah | dattatreyascatriputrah surapanad
vimocitah || gotamastrı̄gharqapacca devendro >pi vimocitah | capdalı̄gamanat purvam
vasiqthasca vimocitah || gurudaragharqapacca candramasca vimocitah | brahmapastu
siraschedac sivah so ham vimocitah || ravapasya vadhaccapi ramacandro vimocitah |

tameva gudham vakqyami srutva gopyah sada budhaih ||.

60. The fifth case endings here for this sequence of examples are ambigous; they

may be read either as ‘‘liberated because of ’’ or ‘‘liberated/freed from.’’ In the lat-

ter interpretation, they are freed from the sin they commit. I read this section mostly

with the latter interpretation, though the text does suggest that the transgressive

acts may be an integral and necessary component triggering these characters’ sub-

sequent liberation.

61. YT 4.6ff.

62. Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (New

York: Oxford University Press, 1985).

63. Copjec, Imagine There’s No Woman: Ethics and Sublimation (Cambridge,

Mass.: MIT Press, 2002), 58.

64. As Mackinnon and Langton suggest, as I note above.

65. With this I am indebted to Judith Butler’s formulation of identity as that

which is continuously performed in our relations with others on a daily basis (But-

ler, Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Univer-

sity Press, 1997); Butler, Excitable Speech). What I would add to Butler here is that, in

addition, the rite especially seeks to consciously channel this performing of identity.

66. There have also been a number of studies on mystics in Western traditions,

which take up sexual imagery and have helped us to rethink sexual imagery. One

thinks immediately of the work of Caroline Walker Bynum, for instance, Holy Feast

and Holy Fast (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1987), 153ff.

67. KuT 8.70a: mukhe apurya madiram payayanti striyah priyan.
68. KuT 8.71b: dhrtvasirasi nrtyanti madyabhapdani yoginah.
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69. KuT 8.73–74: yogino madamattasca patanti pramadorasi | madakulasca
yoginyah patanti puruqopari || manorathasukham purpam kurvanti ca parasparam |.

70. KCT 4.22: bhavaika bhinnahrdaya vakradrqtya vilokya ca . . . ; KCT 4.25:

kravyadah pala mamsadya trqpartta stoyadarsanat. . .[masadya emended to mamsa-
dya]; KCT 4.26: cañcala nijavamsacca ced bhavana mudhamanasa utkqipya bhuja-

mulañca vasanam kqipyate punah . . . ; KCT 4.31: kamasahiqpuhrdaya dure va cantike
sthita. See also KCT 3.4–10; 4.22–34; 5.25–31.

71. This word, like the ‘‘Om,’’ is a word used ritually, which does not have a

general semantic meaning.

72. ‘‘Pala’’ here can also refer to meat.

73. BT 6.21: adavanı̄ya devesi svakantam va parastriyam | prathamam casanam
dattva padyam dadyattatah param || arghyam dadyanmahesani yathoktavidhina sive |

acamanı̄yam ca tatha dadyacca sudhaya priye || snanı̄yam paramesani vauqadantena
dapayet | gandham dadyanmahesani gandhanamaqtakam tatha || puqpam da-

dyadvararohe gandhayuktam manoharam | dhupam guggulunadadyat mahadaivyai
manoharam || dı̄pam ca sarpiqa dadyat tamradharam susobhanam | naivedyam
paramam dadyat susvadu sumanoharam | nanadravyayutam dadyannarikelayutam
tatha | rambhaphalam bı̄japuram srı̄phalam srı̄niketanam | madhu dadyanmahesani
paladvayamitam subhe | ghrtam dadyanmahesani nutanam palamanatah || nanopa-
harasamyuktam dadhidugdhayutam tatha | tambulam paramam dadyat susvadu ca

suvasitam || karpuradi samayuktam guvakena samanvitam | carvyam coqyam tatha
lehyam peyam dadyanmahesvari || jalam dadyadvararohe karpuradisuvasitam |

yadyadicchati tasmin vai kale suragaparcite || tattad dadyadviseqepa yena tuqyati
sundarı̄ |.

74. BT 6.34: kesasamskarapam kuryannanadravyairmanoramaih |.

75. BT 6.35: stanadvandve ramabı̄jam hanudvaye bhaga dvayam | kakqadhah
paramesani likhet gaxgadhara dvayam ||.

76. It would take us too far afield to explore this, but one difference here is

salient. In typical performance of nyasa for the male practioner on his own body, the

syllables are inserted orally, not written down. That they are written down in the

case of the woman offers a suggesting parallel to the argument Jacques Derrida makes

in Of Grammatology (trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins

University Press, 1976; reprint, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1994]), where he suggests

that the written is conceived as inferior to the spoken (something we find in the case

of India as well, especially with regard to the Vedas). Derrida argues that the writ-

ten as the inferior secondary member of a binary reflects a repressed inversion of an

arrangement where the spoken in fact is always existent with the written. Suggestive

for our purposes here is that the binary reflects other binaries, especially the binary

of gender, and one wonders whether writing the letters, rather than speaking them,

in the case of the woman has to do with the fact that both writing and female are

secondary members of binaries. There is not space to reflect more deeply on this here.

I do, however, address stereotypes of women’s speech as inferior in chapter 4.

77. See, for instance, BT 6.41 and 6.43. BT 6.41, which suggests one thousand

recitations of the primary mantra while massaging the woman’s ‘‘mountain,’’ which
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may perhaps be understood as ensuring that the male practitioner does not prema-

turely lose his seed or neglect the woman’s enjoyment; BT 6.41: mulamantram
mahesani japet parvatamastake | sahasrasya pramapena japet tatra mahesvari ||.
Likewise, BT 6.43 says, ‘‘For the sake of the desired attainment, he should massage

her ‘mountain’ ’’; BT 6.43a: tasamabhı̄qtasiddhyartham kuryat parvatamardanam |.

Interestingly, analogous verses do not appear in the KuT or the KCT.

78. And perhaps it encodes, as Judith Butler suggests, in an indirect assimilation

of the Hegelian portrayal of the relationship between master and bondsman (Butler,

Psychic Life of Power, 32).

79. BT 6.30b.

80. Brhannı̄la Tantra 6.343b–44a: parı̄vadah parabhutir hathad akarqapam
striyah || manasapi na kartavyam devi siddhim yadı̄cchati |.

81. BT: 6.40: prapamed dapdavadbhuvi.
82. BT 6.73f.; also NST 11.120f.; CT 2.23ff.

83. Alfred Collins, ‘‘Dancing with the Goddess,’’ in Alf Hiltebeitel and Kathleen

Erndl, eds., Is the Goddess a Feminist? ed. Alf Hiltebeitel and Kathleen Erndl, 66 (New

York: New York University Press, 2000).

84. The closest we get to seeing the KCT practitioner bow to women is KCT 3.58,

where we don’t quite see him bow, but at least know that women of all castes are

worthy here of being bowed to (namasyah). This apparently, however, is a mental

operation, which he carries out presumably not in front of actual women, but while

taking a bath or rising in the morning. I suspect that even this gesture from the tenth

century presents earlier incipient and inchoate beginnings of the more developed

tradition we find in the ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ by the fifteenth through eighteenth centuries,

which I describe in chapter 1.

85. In the classical, orthodox view he is the subject desiring the world, which he

must ultimately reject as illusion in a gesture of renunciatory asceticism.

86. Specifically, here I refer to the Samkhya view, which underlies nearly all

of Indian cosmology.

87. Here this is literally the Great Chinese Practice, ‘‘mahacı̄nakramam.’’

88. BT 7.85b–87: idanı̄m paramesani nidharaya manah sive || mahacı̄nakramam
devi kathitavyam varanane | aham deho mahesani dehı̄ tvam sarvarupadrk || mı̄n-

oyatha mahadevi payasi prahrto tatha | sadatma tvam mahesani akathyam nasti
sundari ||. I have emended the Sanskrit from yatha to tatha in 7.87a. The metaphor

of a fish thrown in water is not entirely clear to me.

89. Butler, Excitable Speech, 39.

90. BT 6.301: ‘‘Everywhere what takes the form of the feminine, that is the

visible manifestation of you, [in] the female of animals, the female of birds and the

female of humans, O auspicious lady.’’

91. See also n. 92 below.

92. In her insightful and tantalizing article on Saiva temple ritual Brunner re-

constructs the original model for the establishment of the aniconic image of the

god Siva in the temple. While the central focus of her article is that the installation

of the aniconic image, the lixga (the phallic-shaped image of the god Siva), in the

250 notes to pages 84–88



temple is a ritual replication of the sexual act, in the process, without dwelling at great

length on it, she points out a feature relevant for our discussion here. She notes

that the iconic positioning in the image of the lixga and yoni (the pı̄tham), which

represents the male and female genital principles, upsets the normal hierarchy of the

genders. The ‘‘sexual act,’’ which the ritual installation of the icon replicates, re-

verses the normative male-on-top spatial relation between the sexes (Brunner, ‘‘The

Sexual Aspect,’’ 95f.). In a seemingly offhanded yet conspiratorial gesture, the image

in the temple inverts the ‘‘missionary position,’’ instead putting the woman on top—

replicating in all those thousands of Siva temples all over India what our Tantric

texts call the highly potent and transgressive form of ‘‘perverse love-making’’

(viparı̄tarata).

93. For instance, Dimock (Place of the Hidden Moon, 104) reads the transgres-

sion in the Tantric ritual, without addressing this gendered posture reversal, in terms

of a liminal state, which reestablishes the normative order. This reverse posture oc-

curs not only in this group of texts from the fifteenth through eighteenth centu-

ries but also in a variety of texts dealing with the transgressive rite of sexual union.

I suspect that like some of the inchoate turns toward a reverence toward women that

we find in an earlier text like the KCT, this posture reversal represents an incipi-

ent direction, which the BT then develops further.

94. This extends also to the idea of ‘‘feminine’’ nature (prakrti) and ‘‘feminine’’

earth (bhudevı̄).
95. ‘‘Kalı̄ Practice’’ here is mahacı̄nakrama.

96. BT 7.81–82: devadeva mahadeva sthitisamharakaraka | prasnamekam
karomyatra sakasat tava suvrata || kaitavam ca parityajya tat kathyam bhavanasana |

mahacı̄nakramam deva kathitam na prakasitam | kathayasva tadidanı̄m yadi sneho

>sti mam prati ||.

97. BT 7.84–86: Na vaktavyam mahesani bhuvanatritaye sive | suddhabhavena
devesi vaktavyam tava gocare || nanyo >sti me priyah ko >pi tvadanyah suravandite |

idanı̄m paramesani nidharaya manah sive || mahacı̄nakramam devi kathitavyam
varanane | aham deho mahesani dehı̄ tvam sarvarupadrk ||.

98. BT 7.87b–91: sadatma tvam mahesani akathyam nasti sundari || kecid
deva nara kecid danava yakqarakqasah | nagalokah kinnarasca gandharvapsarasam
gapah || ye va pasumrgah pakqa ye kecijjagatigatah || ete jadatarah sarve paraspara-

khalatmakah || kukarmaniratah sarve kumargadarsanotsukah | eteqam brahma

vijñanamanandam brahma citsukham || na janati mahesani tat katham kathayami te |.

I emended ‘‘ jagatı̄’’ to ‘‘ jagati.’’

chapter 3

1. Edwin Dimock, Place of the Hidden Moon (Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 1989), 210ff.; see also David White, The Kiss of the Yoginı̄: Tantric Sex in Its

South Asian Contexts (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), passim; and

Urban, Tantra: Sex, Secrecy, Politics and Power in the Study of Religion (Berkeley and Los

Angeles: University of California Press, 2003), 49f.
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2. While Dimock notes the eventual victory of the parakı̄ya position in Bengali

Vaiqpava circles, he also notes the considerable support that the svakı̄ya position,

where the favored partner is one’s wife, had as well (Place of the Hidden Moon, 208f.).

And while much of the scholarly literature after Dimock focuses on the parakı̄ya
position, one hardly finds mention of the svakı̄ya position.

3. Michael McGee on his Web site, discussing the Kaxkalamalinı̄ Tantra, notes
that when a Tantric text offers the suggestion that one’s own wife or another woman is

prescribed for the rite that, ‘‘this is an example of tantrik code. The ‘other woman,’

according to tantrik insiders, is one’s wife or woman, while one’s own woman here

refers to the Devı̄. within. From this point of view, sex with one’s own woman is

adultery. On the other hand, this tantra may well be speaking literally.’’ See http://

www.religiousworlds.com/mandalam/kankala.htm, which suggests with this that the

practice of the wife as the partner is much more ubiquitous.

4. On this see n. 24 below.

5. KCT 3.5–8: Kulakula [sic?] japam krtva samanayati tatkqapat || yannamna
likhitam yantram tamanayati tatkqapat | satayojanadurastham nadı̄parvatamadhyagam
|| dvı̄pantarasahsrequ rakqitam nigadadibhih | payodharabharakqubdhamadhyamam
lolalocanam . . . sadhakakaxkqihrdayam. This whole section runs from KCT 3.4–10.

Again, as I mentioned earlier, the lines I left out were more graphic than this project

calls for and the reader in any case gets the idea here.

6. KCT 5.28–29: jñatavya purabhavastu yatnatah kulasadhakaih | kenapi
vyapadesena kulacudamapim svatah || grhı̄tva svarpa patre va tamre va kulasamjñake

|. Here female fluids are the translation of kulacudamapi, literally, ‘‘crest jewel,’’ a
reading borne out by the text. I follow Louise Finn’s translation of Kulacudamapi,
117, in reading purabhavas as residents of the household. One may construe pura here

to relate to the human body as well, however. In either case, the general sense of

the argument remains the same. In this context, KCT 4.22–34 also supports the ar-

gument I make here.

7. White, The Kiss of the Yoginı̄, passim.

8. We may also note the general Indian tendency to view the wife in an agonistic

relation to the husband and his family, which may also play into the equation of

the general preference for the ‘‘other’’ woman. See Gloria Goodwin Raheja and Ann

Grodzins Gold, Listen to the Heron’s Words: Reimagining Gender and Kinship in North

India (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1994), 122–148.

Raheja notes this view and seeks to controvert it. In chapter 2 I discuss the rite of

sexual union, and in particular how the notion of ‘‘talk’’ about sex, that is, discussion,

figures within the equation of titillation.

9. See n. 15 below.

10. Sanderson, ‘‘Purity and Power among the Brahmins of Kashmir,’’ in Michael

Carrithers, Steven Collins, and Steven Lukes, The Category of the Person (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1985).

11. It may not be out of place here to suggest that the alliterativeness involved in

this list itself points to an element that Julia Kristeva sees as naturally aligned in

the history of the West with the degraded and rejected element of the binary male/
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female. That is, the language of the sensory in poetry, the ‘‘semiotic’’ in Kristeva’s

terms, including alliteration and so on, is aligned with the feminine. She encodes

these as the semiotic and the symbolic in Revolution in Poetic Language, trans. Mar-

garet Walker (New York: Columbia University Press, 1984). While the similarity

appears to be only coincidental, it is interesting to note that the use of alliteration

when speaking of the transgressive, especially the transgressive as linked with

the female, echoes this binary structuration.

12. We sometimes find, often in earlier Tantric texts, only three ‘‘Ms,’’ in a list

that excludes fish and parched grain.

13. We should also note that apart from this list, ritual practice enacted on

corpses is frequently included within transgressive Tantric practice as well, though,

due to space constraints, this aspect is not addressed here.

14. Monier Monier-Williams, Hinduism (London: SPCK, 1906), 126ff. See

especially the work by Rachel Fell McDermott, ‘‘The Western Kalı̄,’’ in Devı̄: Goddesses

of India, ed. John Stratton Hawley and Donna Wulff (Berkeley and Los Angeles:

University of California Press, 1996); Rachel Fell McDermott, ‘‘Kalı̄’s New Fron-

tiers: A Hindu Goddess on the Internet,’’ in Encountering Kalı̄, ed. Rachel Fell
McDermott and Jeffrey Kripal (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California

Press, 2003); and Urban, Tantra, for contemporary Western attitudes toward Tantra.

15. Does it echo, as Dimock suggested (Place of the Hidden Moon), a carnivalesque

reversal where society is overturned in order to reestablish normative order? Dimock’s

notion derives from the work of Bahktin, Turner, and others and suggests that so-

cial hierarchies engender internal mechanisms for releasing social tensions. In this

view, the antinomian practice of Tantra represents a partial and temporary reversal that

releases social tensions while it ultimately asserts the dominant order. On the other

hand, in 1974 Narendra Nath Bhattacarya provocatively suggested that we see Tantrism

as an indigenous Indian form of Marxist social resistance. See Bhattacarya, History

of the Sakta Religion. 2nd rev. ed. (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharla), 1996, passim.

The use of a Marxist framework for understanding the evolution of a variety of religious

traditions in India remains a theme throughout his work. The antinomian practices

entailed by the ‘‘left-handed,’’ ‘‘transgressive’’ way of worshiping God were, in Bhat-

tacarya’s view, an organic folk resistance against the political hegemony of an elite

minority. Apart from the political appeal Communism held in Bengal in the 70s (an

appeal still somewhat present today), Bhattacarya’s theory highlighted a lingering

and problematic aspect of Tantra—one even embarrassing from the view of a fledg-

ling nation attempting to measure itself by internalized standards of Victorian pro-

priety. Using a fundamentally different lens, White sees the transgressive, especially

sex, as a form of a spiritual technology, a means of harnessing the latent hydraulic

potency of bodily fluids as a means for ecstatic psychic flight in The Kiss of the Yoginı̄,

73ff. White’s view moves away from understanding transgression in terms of a struc-

tural play of social forces; rather, his view suggests that Tantric practitioners devel-

oped something like a scientific technology involving the body. On the other hand, Paul

Muller-Ortega understands the transgressive as a metaphoric representation for

an inner meditative process in Muller-Ortega, Triadic Heart of Siva (Albany: State
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University of New York Press, 1989). This view is taken by numerous scholars, from

India and the West, too many to enumerate here. Muller-Ortega presents one of the

most eloquent and sophisticated renditions of this view. In his view Tantrics encoded

an inner spiritual life in terms of social representations of freedom and conformity.

Certain traditions in particular emphasize a spiritual-somatic force, the kupdalinı̄,
an inner goddess whose movement in the human body reconfigures human con-

sciousness. David Kinsley suggests that the transgressive is a means whereby one

breaks away from a limited and limiting social identity, including caste identity,

in Tantric Visions of the Divine Feminine: The Ten Mahavidyas (Berkeley and Los

Angeles: University of California Press, 1997). I cite Kinsley here, however this view is

also, like the previous, generally accepted by numerous scholars as a motive for the

transgressive element in Tantra. Especially, one could point to the work of Alexis

Sanderson, ‘‘Saivism and the Tantric Tradition,’’ in The World’s Religions, ed. Stewart

Sutherland, Leslie Houlden, Peter Clarke and Friedhelm Hardy (London: Routledge,

1988) for this view. This view bears some similarities to Bhattacarya’s cited above.

In this respect the liberatory impetus Tantra offers is reflected in the social order to

some degree, even if the transgressive remains publicly obscured. Urban, on the other

hand, suggests that the image of Tantric sex ritual derives especially from a pruri-

ent Western reading of Tantra, and is, in this sense, more a fabrication of the West, in

Tantra, 41f. See also Caldwell, Oh Terrifying Mother (New Delhi: Oxford University

Press, 1999); and Jeffrey Kripal, ‘‘Why the Tantrika Is a Hero: Kalı̄ in the Psychoan-

alytic Tradition,’’ in Encountering Kalı̄, ed. Rachel Fell Mcdermott and Jeffrey Kripal,

212ff. (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2003), in contrast,

explore the psychological ramifications of Tantric transgression, understanding it in

terms of a deeper psychological dynamic.

16. Satyendranath Sarma, Socio-economic and Cultural History of Medieval Assam,

1200–1800 A.D. (Gauhati: Government of Assam, 1989), 245.

17. Alexis Sanderson, ‘‘Meaning in Tantric Ritual,’’ in Essais sur le Rituel 3, ed.

Anne-Marie Blondeau and Kristofer Schipper. Colloque du Centenaire de la Section

des Sciences Religieuses de l’Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes (Louvain-Paris:

Peeters, 1995); also, Navjivan Rastogi, The Krama Tantrism of Kashmir (Delhi: Motilal

Banarsidass, 1979), 242; White, The Kiss of the Yoginı̄, 82f.). Mudra also refers to

hand gestures used in the context of the rite and in this context may be similar to the

interpretation set forth by Sanderson in ‘‘Saivism in the Tantric Tradition,’’ since

these gestures are supposed to elicit inner psychic and psychological states. For

N. N. Bhattacarya, mudra refers to the woman (History of the Sakta Religion, 121).

18. Edward Gait, History of Assam, rev. and enl. by B. K. Barua and H. V. S.

Murthy (Calcutta: Thacker Spink, 1963; originally published in 1905), 123; H. K.

Barpujari, ed. Comprehensive History of Assam. 5 vols. Guwahati: Publication Board

Assam, 1990–94), 3:193.

19. In this context it may be interesting to note that in Tibet, where there is also

an official state-sanctioned cult of oracular possession, the word mudra also tends

to mean the woman rather than a state of possession.

20. Sanderson, ‘‘Meaning in Tantric Ritual,’’ 67.
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21. KuT 11.55: krqpamsukam krqpavarpam kumarı̄ñca krsodarı̄m | manoharam
yauvanasthamarcayeddevatadhiya. That she is thin here likely reflects the image of

Kalı̄, since thinness was not an especially attractive quality as it is for the modern

West.

22. CT 5.6: kanyayonim pasukrı̄dam nagnam strı̄m prakatastanı̄m | . . . sarvatha
na vilokayet.

23. CT 5.27: parastriyam gharqayanti madyam khadanti nityasah | nirvapam te ca

yasyanti bhagavatyah prasadatah ||. This verse is part of a longer panegyric to ‘‘other’’

women and wine from verses 5.17–30.

24. Not all the texts used in this study take this position. Some texts favor the

‘‘other woman’’ (parastrı̄), for instance, the Cı̄nacara Tantra (CT) 5.23; also the Maya
Tantra (MT) 11.17; and also the Kamakhya Tantra (KamT) 2.72 in Tripathı̄, Tan-
trasaxgraha, series 6, part 4, 115–173. Others favor one’s own wife as the ritual partner,

for instance the BT (4.95ff.) and GT (34.97ff.). The majority of texts, however, are

mostly indifferent; either will do, as we see in the Yoni Tantra (YT) 1.14.

25. BT 6.21: adavanı̄ya devesi svakantam va parastriyam | prathamam casanam
dattva padyam dadyattatah param.

26. BT 4.96–97: paradaravidhau vedanindavadah pravartate | tasam saxgan-
mahesani tamisram narakam bhavet || vedarthamiti vijñaya katham kuryacca sadha-
kah | paradaran naiva gacched. Following this the author employs an argument

reminiscent of a Mı̄mamsa-like exegesis explaining what the Vedas are and their

authority. We should also note, however, that in the end, taking a Jimmy Carter-like

approach to adultery over a Bill Clinton-like approach, by accommodating other

Tantric schools’ assertions of the importance of the other woman, this author allows

that one could in imagination only have sex with women other than one’s wife while

reciting the mantra: BT 4.104–5: paradaragamam vede tanniqiddham suresvari |
yaddhi vaidhetaram devi tanniqiddham mahesvari || parastriyam mahesani manasa
bhavayañjapet [vede emended from vade].

27. GT 34.98: ekapativrata bharya sadhvı̄ cet sahacaripı̄ | kimanyabhirmahesani
yathaivaham tvaya prabhuh.

28. GT 34.103a: parakantam mahesani sa yati cadhamam gatim.

29. See ‘‘Female Sexuality in the Hindu World,’’ in Immaculate and Powerful: The

Female in Sacred Image and Social Reality, ed. Clarissa Atkinson, 239ff. (Boston:

Beacon, 1985). Also S. C. Banerji notes the practice of the wife as ritual partner for the

rite of sexual union as well, here he classifies this practice as part of the dakqipacara,
the ‘‘right-handed’’ path, which he notes in William Ward’s account of nineteenth-

century practices of Tantra in Bengal (Tantra in Bengal: A Study in Its Origin, Devel-

opment and Influence. 2nd rev. and enl. ed. [New Delhi: Manohar, 1992], 247). I

have not seen this particular explanation of the ‘‘right-handed’’ path elsewhere,

however.

30. While it is the case that the Tantric rite is still practiced secretly, this aspect

appeared to be not problematic for the three male practitioners I interviewed in Assam

who talked about the sex rite. It was taken for granted that one’s wife would be the

optimal choice of a partner. Another point of interest, of the several practitioners
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I located, none spoke English, suggesting a lesser degree of both awareness and

influence of Western media in their self-representations to me (although one English-

speaking priest at Kamakhya temple expressed a desire to get initiated in the left-

handed puja in the future along with his wife). I hope to conduct further research

in the future that would include interviewing the wives of these practitioners.

31. Dimock, Place of the Hidden Moon, 217 and passim; Banerji, Tantra in Bengal,

167; White, The Kiss of the Yoginı̄, 72ff. and passim; also, for instance, KCT 3.17.

32. Dimock, ibid., 211ff.

33. This section is lifted from the Kularpava Tantra 2.117–19. In fact, the CT

borrows extensively from the Kularpava Tantra and reworks it, modifying it and

adding some new material. One also notices here that this assumes that women are

not in the loop of getting enlightenment by intercourse with women. The Bud-

dha’s response here is elusive; he simply praises the kula path as the highest and

as leading to liberation.

34. The path outlined here is particularly that of the BT and the GT. The CT,

which is more heavily indebted to the earlier tradition found in, for instance, the

Kularpava Tantra generally prefers the ‘‘other woman’’ (5.17) though most of the texts

consulted for this study suggest both as an option. While the Mahanirvapa Tantra

also suggests the wife as partner, its indebtedness to Western ideas makes it not

especially reliable.

35. Manu, however, neither mentions nor enjoins the practice of satı̄, the im-

molation of wives on their husbands’ funeral pyres.

36. While the literature on satı̄ is too voluminous to list here, a few important

recent works include John S. Hawley, Sati, the Blessing and the Curse (New York:

Oxford University Press, 1994); also Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan, ‘‘Real and Imagined

Goddesses: A Debate.’’ In Is the Goddess a Feminist? ed. Alf Hiltebeitel and Kathleen

Erndl, 15–39 (New York: New York University Press, 2000); Lata Mani’s Conten-

tious Traditions: The Debate on Sati in Colonial India (Berkeley and Los Angeles:

University of California Press, 1998); Catherine Weinberger-Thomas’s Ashes of Im-

mortality: Widow Burning in India, trans. Jeffrey Mehlman and David Gordon White

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999). Also see Julia Leslie’s discussion in

Roles and Rituals for Hindu Women (Cranbury, N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson University

Press, 1991), 173–a91; and Arvind Sharma, Sati: Historical and Phenomenological Essays

(New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass 1988).

37. Mahabhagavata Purapa, ed. Pushpendra Kumar. (Delhi: Eastern Book Link-

ers, 1983), 9.79, cited in Kinsley, Tantric Visions of the Divine Feminine, 25. Also see

Hawley, ed., Sati, the Blessing and the Curse, 14.

38. Sharma, Sati, xii. One should also keep in mind the economic impetus for

the male relatives of the dead man to convince his wife to commit satı̄, especially,

for instance, in the region of Bengal during the nineteenth century with the British

adoption of Dayabhaga’s law code, which stipulated that the wife of a dead man

had inheritance rights to his property.

39. K. R. van Kooij, Worship of the Goddess according to the Kalikapurapa (Leiden:

Brill, 1972), 35. Van Kooij takes this from Albert Grunwedel, Der Weg nach Sambhala
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(Abh. Kon. Bayerischen Ak. Wiss. Phil.- Philol. und Historische Klasse, 29, 1918),

18ff.

40. So, for instance, the eyes fall in Varanasi and the wide-eyed goddess

(Visalakqı̄) resides there. Each place where a body part falls, a form of a goddess is

venerated with a name and a history that recognizes the affiliation with the particular

bodily organ.

41. But note also Weinberger-Thomas’s fieldwork, which, as she notes, con-

tains contradictory practices. Against the textual prescriptions, she notes that the

bones of the satı̄ are separated from the husband’s and separately either disposed of

at a tı̄rtha site, or else kept in the house (Ashes of Immortality, 81). I suspect that in

this case the wife’s remains signify a liminal being partaking of two identities—that

of the wife of the dead husband, who will not be given a separate offering at the

shraddha ceremony because she has merged with her husband, and that of a being

apotheosized into a goddess, whose divinity must somehow be marked. In this con-

text it may be interesting to do a comparative study of funerary practices of satı̄s in

Bengal and Rajasthan, given that that satı̄ functions more prominently as deity in

Rajasthan than in Bengal.

42. Sanderson, ‘‘Saivism and the Tantric Tradition.’’

43. Ibid., 669.

44. There is not space here to explore the psychological dynamic behind this

reversal. It may elicit psychological memories of the omnipotent mother; it may be a

compensation for the power a male has over his mother and women in the public

arena. Here I refer the reader to Kripal, ‘‘Why the Tantrika Is a Hero; Caldwell,

O Terrifying Mother’’; and Sudhir Kakar, ‘‘The Maternal-Feminine in Indian Psycho-

analysis,’’ International Review of Psychoanalysis 16 (1989), 335–62.

45. Cynthia Humes, ‘‘Is the Devı̄ Mahatmya a Feminist Scripture?’’ in Is the

Goddess a Feminist? ed. Alf Hiltebeitel and Kathleen Erndl (New York: New York

University Press), 2000. See also Dimock, Place of the Hidden Moon, 200ff., for a

detailed discussion of the debate over the comparative Tantric efficacy of the ‘‘other’’

woman over one’s own wife. Keeping in mind the historically conservative tenor

of Dimock’s Vaiqpava sources in contrast to Sakta circles, it should not be too sur-

prising that the outcome mostly favors the ‘‘other’’ woman.

46. In most cases that is. Certainly in the Indian context some devotees hear her

talking back and their lives shift dramatically; however, this mystical transformative

experience lies outside the purview of the argument presented here.

47. However, we find an example that contradicts this in the story mentioned

briefly in chapter 4 where the goddess at Kamakhya about sixty years ago did ‘‘talk

back’’ to the road engineer whose dynamite blew up her ‘‘body’’ as the mountain rocks.

48. So, for instance, the list of the six acts that are a key feature of Tantra

sometimes includes puqti, rites for the sake of increase in welfare, and sometimes does

not.

49. This list in much earlier incarnations includes only three items; however,

when it reaches a total of five these elements remain steady. This may in part be

attributable to the alliteration of the list.
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50. This is iterated as well in a different way in the kumarı̄ puja where a young

girl is worshiped without the use of the rite of sexual union. Also, one important

point of interest is that the BT tends to differ from numerous Tantric texts in that it

does not pay quite so much attention to bodily fluids as earlier texts. (The earlier

Kularpava Tantra presents a good example in contrast.) Otherwise, texts that tend to

neglect body fluids also tend to metaphorize the sexual elements into internal states.

The BT, interestingly, does neither.

51. BT 6.329: pañcamı̄ tvatsvarupipı̄ ||.

chapter 4

1. Teresa De Lauretis, Alice Doesn’t: Feminism, Semiotics, Cinema (Bloomington:

Indiana University Press, 1984), 19.

2. P. C. Bagchi, Studies on the Tantras (Calcutta: Ramakrishna Mission,

1989), 48.

3. Andre Padoux, Vac: The Concept of the Word in Selected Hindu Tantras, trans.

Jacques Gontier (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), xiii.

4. Advaita Vedanta most obviously draws upon this dualism, where the sec-

ondary term becomes the illusory Maya; however, one can find it throughout,

including bhakti traditions as well and in many forms of Tantra also.

5. As Frits Staal construes the mantra, ‘‘Mantras and Bird Songs,’’ JAOS 105,

no. 3 (1985): 549–558.

6. Bharati, The Tantric Tradition (London: Ryder and Co., 1965; reprint, New

York: Grove, 1975), 111.

7. Particularly, Bharati’s clearly pre-Wittgensteinian idea of a definition re-

flects the disjuncture: ‘‘a definition . . . is a set of formal propositions of exceptionless

validity. If there is a single exception to a statement, then that statement forfeits

its claim to being a definition’’ See Bharati, ibid., 111.

8. A subsequent and recent session at the annual meeting of the American

Academy of Religion devoted to working toward a definition of mantra, by its own

assessment found the task’s complexity nearly insurmountable.

9. Note also Larsen’s reference to the bı̄ja mantra as ‘‘non-sense,’’ cited by

Muller-Ortega (Triadic Heart of Siva [Albany: State University of New York Press,

1989], 279). To give a sense of other notions of mantra: Jan Gonda more informally

defines mantra as ‘‘a general name for the formulas, verses or sequences of words

in prose which contain praise . . . , are believed to have magical, religious, or spirit-

ual efficiency, are recited, muttered or sung in Vedic ritual and which are collected in

the methodically arranged corpora of Vedic texts . . . [along with] comparable ‘formulas’

of different origin used in the post-vedic cults’’ (Jan Gonda, ‘‘The Indian mantra,’’

Oriens 16 (1963): 244–297; reprinted in J. Gonda Selected Studies 4:251 (Leiden: Brill,

1975). And we should note here the distinction he makes between Vedic mantras

and Tantric mantras. Alternatively, for Gonda the term mantra ‘‘covers also all potent

(so-called magical) forms of texts, words, sounds, letters, which bring good luck to

those who know or ‘possess’ them and evil to their enemies’’ (Gonda, ‘‘The Indian
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mantra, 271f.). Bagchi notes in particular the brevity, ‘‘compression’’ of meaning, that

occurs in the transition from the vedic mantra to the Tantric mantra (P. C. Bagchi,

Studies on the Tantras [Calcutta: Ramakrishna Mission, 1989], 48). Recently, much

thoughtful work has been devoted to the mantra, particularly with Alper’s edited vol-

ume (Understanding Mantras [Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989; re-

print, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1991]. Alper himself seeks to shift the discussion

away from questions of definition, noting, for instance, that the phenomenon and the

terms used to indicate it are divergent and various (Alper,Understanding Mantras, 4). In

this important work he also offers, with a nod to the fourteenth-century Vedic com-

mentator Sayapa, the plastic notion that a mantra is whatever a person in a position

to know might designate as mantra, a useful heuristic device for this collection of

articles whose topics span across genres and centuries.

10. Wade T. Wheelock, ‘‘The Mantra in Vedic and Tantric Ritual’’; Frits Staal,

‘‘Vedic Mantras’’; and Ellison Banks Findley, ‘‘Mantra Kavisasta: Speech as Perfor-

mative in the R.gveda,’’ all in Understanding Mantras stress the performative element of

mantra, what Andre Padoux in his summary of these articles identifies as the idea

of the mantra as language with a ‘‘use rather than a meaning’’ (Padoux, ‘‘Mantras,’’

302). Wheelock in particular notes its creative aspect, its capacity to ‘‘create and

allow participation in a known and repeatable situation’’ (Wheelock, ‘‘The Mantra

in Vedic and Tantric Ritual,’’ 99). Padoux in his comprehensive survey stresses the

fact of the mantra’s location within a particular cultural milieu, its efficacy intimately

linked with the cultural beliefs about the potency of sound, apart from its commu-

nicative aspects (Padoux, What Are They, 306).

11. Paul Muller-Ortega’s insightful if brief analysis along cosmological lines us-

ing the work of the physicist David Bohm presents a coherent and tangible repre-

sentation of the function of mantra not along social lines, nor semantic lines, but

rather imbricating the mantra in a generative logic (Muller-Ortega, ‘‘Tantric Medita-

tion: Vocalic Beginnings,’’ in Ritual and Speculation in Early Tantrism: Studies in Honor

of Andre Padoux, ed. Teun Goudriaan, 228–240 (Albany: State University of New

York Press, 1992). From this certainly one gathers that the idea of the mantra is

complex, amenable to multivalent interpretation, but more than this that in the Tantric

context speech itself has already deconstructed the myth of a transparent sign, faith-

fully, objectively mirroring the ‘‘real’’ ‘‘out there.’’ The mirror of language is itself

generatively transforming. See also Muller-Ortega’s Triadic Heart of Siva (173), where

he also proposes the transformative impetus of mantra, citing Abhinavagupta, how-

ever, in this instance, in a more general sense than in the article noted above.

12. Laurie Patton, ‘‘Mantras and Miscarriage: Controlling Birth in the Late Vedic

Period,’’ in Jewels of Authority, ed. Laurie Patton (New York: Oxford University Press,

2002), 55.

13. BT 4.74: mantrartham mantracaitanyam yonimudram na vetti yah | satako-
tijapenapi katham siddhirvaranane ||.

14. BT 12.38–41: yayau brahmamahendrepa golokam sahito muda | nanavidhair
mahesani vakyaisca paramesvaram || tuqtava paramanandam svakaryoddharapaya
ca | iti tasya vacah srutva brahmapah parameqthinah || uvaca sadaram viqpurna
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mayasakyate vibho | brahmaviqpumahesani agatau mama gocare || stavairbahuvidhair

divyaistuqtuvatuh param subhe | mayoktam paramesani etan hantum na sakyate.
15. BT 12:57b–59a: gacchata yatra te >surah || aham tatra gamiqyami sarvatha

sannidhau surah | ityuktva sa mahadevı̄ taripı̄ kamacaripı̄ || antarhita mahamaya
mayarupavatı̄ ca sa |.

16. BT 12:67: pañcavarqam gatam tatra devanam divyajanmanam | bhraqtarajyah
parataxka martya iva nagopari ||. ‘‘Gods born from the light’’ reflects a notion we find

elsewhere in this text that both the ‘‘good guys’’ and the ‘‘bad guys’’ are ‘‘gods,’’ ‘‘deva-.’’

17. The Sanskrit here is Nı̄lasarasvatı̄. She is also in this myth, which forms part

of the twelfth chapter of the BT, called ‘‘Nı̄lavapı̄,’’ ‘‘the Blue Goddess of Speech;

‘‘Nı̄larupa Devı̄,’’ ‘‘The Blue Goddess’’; ‘‘Taripı̄,’’ ‘‘the Saviouress’’; ‘‘Mahamaya,’’ ‘‘the
Great Goddess of Illusion’’; and simply ‘‘Goddess’’ (Devı̄, Bhagavatı̄).

18. BT 12.52: srqtasarvavimohinı̄.

19. Brhannı̄la Tantra 12.69–75: asanam svagatam padyam arghyam acamanı̄ya-

kam | madhuparkacamasnanavasanabharapani ca || gandhapuqpe dhupadı̄pau nai-

vedyam vandanam sive | qodasair upacarais ca devı̄m nı̄lasarasvatı̄m || pujayitva balim
dattva sivayai vividhaih subhaih | japam cakara devesi devavrndah surottamah ||

mahamantram purvamuktam lakqam japtva mahesvari | ayutam cajuhodajyaih
padmapuqpairmanoramaih || homam cakrustilayuktaih sarkarasahitairapi | evam
hutva mahadevi dasamsenabhiqecanam || dasamsaistarpapam devi krtam sarvairma-

hesvari | samapte ca tato devı̄m pujayitva mahanisi || balim dattva mahadevyai
suraharah surastatha | evam niyamamanena krtam karma manoramam ||.

20. BT 12.76–77: tato bhagavatı̄ devı̄ devaihsmrta mahesvari | santuqta sa
mahadevı̄ nı̄larupa mahodarı̄ | devagre paramesani pratyakqatvamupagata | kim
karomi kva gacchami bruta devah samahave ||.

21. BT 21.24: bahujapat tatha homat kayaklesadivistaraih | na bhavena vina devi

mantravidya phalaprada ||.

22. BT 21.27b–29a: bhavena labhate muktim bhavena kulavarddhanam || bha-
vena gotravrddhih syad bhavena kulasadhanam | kim nyasavistarepaiva kim bhuta-
suddhivistaraih || kim tatha pujanenaiva yadi bhavo na jayate |. See also BT 4.112;

21.24–30.

23. It is by re-membering, in a sense, by bringing to consciousness her existence

as a whole entity rather than as part and object, seeing the Blue Goddess of Speech,

which constitutes something like a reintegration of a feminine sense of being, that

they can connect with the power she affords. One can read an astute psychological

sophistication in the Hindu notion of a reintegration of elements back into the psyche.

One sees this also especially in the portrayal of demons, not just in this text, but in a

variety of others as well insofar as the ‘‘demon’’ is never ultimately relegated to a realm

of pure evil, but rather nearly always understood as a fragmentation of egoity that

seeks its destruction in order to ultimately attain a fuller sense of self. The paradig-

matic demon, Ravapa, who is killed by Rama, the incarnation of the god Viqpu,
exemplifies this principle. When he is killed, he transforms back into his inherent

original purity, and attains ultimate salvation. After all, in a psychological register

what is a demon except that part of the psyche that must be separated off and rejected
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as other? One could read the time on the mountain for the gods as the process of

integrating that part of the self, in this case, the feminine goddess, back into the

psyche.

24. BT 12.78–83: prasanna bhava cesvari | tato bhagavatı̄ devı̄ nı̄larupa manor-

ama || drqtva surasamuhan sa taripı̄ sarvakamada | svadehatah parah srqta vidya
dvadasa ı̄ritah || kalı̄ caiva mahadevı̄ mahavidya tathaiva ca | qodası̄ bhuvanesanı̄
bhairavı̄ cchinnamastaka || dhumavatı̄ ca bagala mataxgı̄ kamalatmika | eta vidya
mahadevi siddhividyah prakı̄rtitah || mahadevyah sarasvatya dehodbhuta varanane |

anyasca matarastasya dehajjata varanane || sarva devyah paranande nrtyanti car-
apantike |.

25. The text lists eleven names; that is, Kamalatmika is probably one name, but

in order to get twelve, one of the names has to split and this is the best choice. We

could also just have only eleven names here.

26. BT 12.83a: sarva devyah paranande nrtyanti carapantike |. There is clearly

a reference here to the ten goddesses who also are called the Mahavidya, and many of

the names that the BT gives are referenced in other lists. See David Kinsley, Tan-

tric Visions of the Divine Feminine: The Ten Mahavidyas (Berkeley and Los Angeles:

University of California Press, 1997).

27. This English word is perhaps curiously illustrative of the point I’m making

here. It suggests a mental stopping, a pause or rupture in the ordinary flow of time.

One is ‘‘spellbound’’ and the mind stops, and so consequently time seems to stop,

or does stop psychologically. Interestingly, its origin refers to magic, the use of

a ‘‘spell’’ to bind someone, that is, the use of a language that is not semantically

oriented.

28. BT 8.152: kusodakena japtena pratyarpam prokqayed manoh | tena mantrepa
vidhivadetadapyayanam matam.

29. BT 8.147b: mantravarpan samalikhya tadayeccandanambhasa ||.

30. See, for example, BT 6.43, and also YT 2.10. The BT also uses other words to

describe sexual intercourse during the rite of sexual union, for instance ‘‘samkqipya
lixgam tadyonau ghatam kuryac’’ (BT 13.29) and in the YT ‘‘maithunam acaret’’; how-
ever, ‘‘tadayet’’ is the most frequent.

31. Dhatupatha xxxiii, 126, cited in Monier Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English

Dictionary, 10th ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 432.

32. ‘‘Mahalakqmyaqtaka Stotram’’ 4b: ‘‘mantra murte sada devi Mahalakqmi

namostute’’ in Brhatstotraratnakara, ed. Sivadatta Misra Sastrı̄ (Varanasi: Jyotiqa
Prakasana, 1997), 258.

33. Harlan, ‘‘Satı̄: The Story of Godavarı̄’’ in Devı̄: Goddesses of India, ed. John S.

Hawley (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1996).

34. Ibid., 244–245.

35. Ibid., 229.

36. Harlan notes that the story of Godavarı̄ is exceptional; the more common satı̄

story involves one, or two, or maybe three curses. However, Godavarı̄’s story pres-

ents an excess, a sort of cursing binge. We could analyze this negativity psychologi-

cally, as a sign of male fear mixed with guilt, or ethically as the moral result of
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the extreme abrogation of the woman’s voice, so that when she does speak, all she can

utter is her pain offered to others.

37. In a sense this effusion of curses is similar to what Butler sees as the force of

hate speech (Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative [New York: Rou-

tledge, 1997]), only the dread, or perhaps guilt encoded in the soon-to-be sacrifice of

this bride never misfires. Of course it may make most sense to read this omnipotent

cursing rage of the satı̄ as a male projection of guilt surrounding an uneasy and

unnecessary sacrifice of another’s life, something Harlan alludes to in her thoughtful

discussion of the psychology behind the depiction of the satı̄’s cursing spree (Harlan,

‘‘Satı̄,’’ 240ff.).

38. In Hindi we find ‘‘hath,’’ but also ‘‘kam karne wala’’ for hand, explicitly

linking the hand with a notion of performing/doing things.

39. Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan, ‘‘Real and Imagined Goddesses: A Debate,’’ in Is

the Goddess a Feminist? 88.

40. Ibid., 86.

41. Ibid., 88.

42. Ibid.

43. Butler, Excitable Speech, 83ff.

44. Catharine Mackinnon, Only Words (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University

Press, 1993). Rae Langton offers a philosophical backing for the notion of pornography

as silencing women in ‘‘Speech Acts and Unspeakable Acts,’’ Philosophy and Public

Affairs 22, no. 4 (Autumn 1993): 321ff.

45. Butler, Excitable Speech, 83ff.

46. Ibid., 77.

47. For Butler, if I am reading her correctly, this imputation of the performative

in Hill’s speech signals a deeper manipulation enacted by the state, ultimately, in its

assuming the somewhat disingenuous role of neutral arbiter, and Butler focuses as

well on racial elements in the proceedings. Butler suggests that the Thomas pro-

ceedings ‘‘[permit] for a purification in prurience for the white imaginary. African-

American status permits for a spectacularization of sexuality and a recasting of whites

as outside the fray, witnesses and watchers who have circuited their own sexual

anxieties through the publicized bodies of blacks.’’ See ibid., 83.

48. Devı̄ Mahatmyam, 10.3–8.

49. Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of ‘‘Sex’’ (New York:

Routledge, 1993), 53.

50. Here I am referencing the Lacanian notion that the ‘‘self ’’ is constructed

upon an act that excludes that which is ‘‘other.’’ The excluded other is the hid-

den repressed foundation for the identity of self. This occurs for Lacan in the mir-

ror stage, and in his view, the mirror stage in his conception precedes the for-

mation of the symbolic, the power of language to represent the world in its absence.

See Jacques Lacan, Ecrits, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Norton, 1977), 1–8,

171ff.

51. This story was told to me by several informants during research conducted in

the summer of 2004 in Kamakhya.
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52. BT 20.45–46a: ‘‘avyaktasca sa ca vyaktah prakrtya jñayate dhruvam | tasmat
prakrtiyogena vina na jñayate kvacit || vina ghatatvayogena na pratyakqo yatha ghatah |’’

(‘‘dhruvam,’’ ‘‘firmly’’ is something of a filler for the meter here).

53. Jamison, Ravenous Hyenas and the Wounded Sun (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Uni-

versity Press, 1991), 211, 237.

54. Madhava Vidyarapya, Saxkaradigvijaya (Srı̄rangam: Srı̄vapivilasamu-

dranalayah, 1972), 10.59, 2:82.
55. We see this especially in the rite where the goddess takes a variety of

forms.

chapter 5

1. An exploration of this lies beyond the scope of the present project, but I

address it at greater length in a work in progress. See Gayatri Spivak, ‘‘Can the

Subaltern Speak?’’ in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, ed. Cary Nelson and

Lawrence Grossberg (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988).

2. This myth codifies in narrative form some of the insights that Elaine Scarry

brings up regarding torture and speech in The Body in Pain: The Making and

Unmaking of the World (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985).

3. Speech separates humans from animals, especially for that early, seminal

thinker of Enlightenment thought, Rousseau, who begins his Essay on the Origin of

Languages with this iteration, in Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri

Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976; reprint, Delhi:

Motilal Banarsidass, 1994), 183. For India, one sees this also exemplified in a pop-

ular story of the master poet Kalidasa, who was initially scorned by his educated wife

for his lack of civilized breeding because he could not pronounce the three conso-

nants clustered in the Sanskrit word for camel.

4. Jenny Sharpe, Allegories of Empire: The Figure of Woman in the Colonial Text

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), 77.

5. The BT is not written in English and predates 1857, the date that Sharpe and

others propose as inaugurating the beginning of a British discourse around rape

(as well as 1919—the date marking a resurgence of the British fear of the rape of white

women after the brutal Amritsar massacre). See Sharpe, Allegories of Empire, 61;

and also Revathi Krishnaswamy, Effeminism: The Economy of Colonial Desire (Ann

Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1998). Both of these studies point out the use

of rape as a trope within colonial discourse. So while it may not be possible to en-

tirely rule out British influence in this textual representation of male violence toward

women, a best guess suggests that British influence is not likely. In other words, these

authors at this time period were likely independently, without British influence,

aware of the problems of sexual harassment of women and of the pernicious and

pervasive social response that blamed the woman for her harassment. This text’s

author(s) attempt to offer a different response to this problem.

6. BT 7.86: ‘‘dehin.’’ This is the word used for ‘‘spirit.’’ See the discussion in

chapter 2, 87, 90.
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7. BT 7.89–91: ete jadatarah sarve parasparakhalatmakah || kukarmaniratah
sarve kumargadarsanotsukah . . . tat katham kathayami te |. Perhaps in this case, the

use of the male gender marker that the author uses to list the categories of beings,

human, and so on, may not, after all, be intended to be inclusive of both genders. That

he lists also the generally female water-spirits (apsaras) separately could perhaps be

read to support this.

8. BT 11.56.

9. BT 7.89: ete jadatarah sarve parasparakhalatmakah |

10. BT 11.60: sabdakarqapika devı̄.

11. BT 11.60–63: tavubhau bhratarau duqtau turaxgagrı̄vasomakau | sabda-
karqapikam devı̄m samuddisyatapasyatam || tayorghoratapahprı̄ta sabdakarqapidevata
| provaca vriyatamatra vañchito varavallabhah || tabhyamukta bhagavatı̄ varaprarthana-
hetave | sarvasabdakarqapartham varo >smabhyam pradı̄yatam || tathastviti taya
proktau danavavatidarpitau |.

12. BT 11.64b–67: sa sabdarupipı̄ devı̄ subhrarupa sarasvatı̄ || mukhani
sarvaviprapam tyaktva divyavapurdhara | ayata daityavarayor duqtagrhamupagata ||

krandantı̄m tam ca vivasam nı̄tva patalagolake | halahalaviqaih krtva kupdam
nı̄lajalaprabhaih || tatra tam vinimajyaiva baddhva pannagarajjubhih |.

13. Viewed through a semiotic classification system of signifier and signified,

that the goddess as vidya, magical speech is nonsemantic sound, suggests that in this

equation there is no signified, only goddess-word as Signifier.

14. Note here the visualization of the Blue Goddess of Speech (BT 2.49ff.), given

in appendix 2, which depicts her with a variety of different-colored snakes.

15. BT 11.68b–70: sabdakarqapabapena daityanam prthivı̄tale || nihsabdascaiva
bapena vedavismaripo dvijah | mantravismarapenaiva yajñavidya nirasita || tannasato
havirbhagavarjita balahanitah |.

16. BT 11.71–72: ittham vidravya vibudhamstau hayagrı̄vasomakau | viqpu-
cakraxkitau tau ca samudrantargrhe sthitau || tato viqpurmahamatsyarupadharı̄ sada
prabhuh |.

17. It is similar perhaps to the Vedic notion of sacrificing the seasons, where time

takes on the same substantive aspect as more corporeal elements such as the earth,

and so forth.

18. BT 11.74: varaharupepa yathabdhimagnam yuge yuge proddhrtavan dhari-

trı̄m | tathaiva matsyakrtirambujakqo vilodayamasa samudrapuram [‘‘puram’’

emended from ‘‘puram’’] ||.

19. BT 11.74–76.

20. It is not entirely clear who is singing here, the Goddess of Speech or Viqpu,
though a few lines down Viqpu speaks to her, seemingly in reply, so a good guess

is that she is speaking here. And it makes sense that she would be singing the mantras

related to Tara.
21. BT 11.79–81: harih smitam praha sarasvatı̄m tam | tritaravidyam prathamam

jagada samastamantraprakarasya mulam || tenapi no samvidamapa devı̄ . . .nı̄lasi
jata viqakupdamadhye sarvaxgapurpa smitavaktrapadme || [‘‘smitam’’ emended to
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‘‘smitam’’]. The last word is an epithet, ‘‘o smiling lotus faced one’’ which to avoid

awkwardness I translate into his statement to her.

22. BT 11.83: matsyavatarepa surakqitaham bhayam bhavennaiva phalam

samaptam | kixtvasya sobhakrtiranyatha me nı̄latvamapteti nitantacinta ||.

23. BT 11.90: hi jı̄vitasi vinaqtaceqta viqakupdamadhye ||.

24. BT 11.85: ma tvam sucam . . .ugrepa halahalakarqapena nı̄latvamaptasi kuto
>tra doqah ||.

25. BT 11.86.

26. BT 11.86–88: puqpanti nı̄lah khalu deva eva | nı̄la mrdanı̄ jagatam savitrı̄
nı̄lam ca kapthe purasasanasya || nı̄lo mahendrah suracakravartı̄ nı̄la jagajjı̄va-

nadasca meghah | nı̄lam nabhah sarvajanavakaso nı̄lah kalaxkah sasidı̄ptihetuh || nı̄lo

>pyaham sattvagupasrayasca nı̄lasya varpasya kuto >sti doqah | (savitrı̄ emended

to savitrı̄).
27. BT 11.85–87.

28. BT 11.84. In the context of this story, she is also called as ‘‘Kamesvarı̄,’’ the
Goddess of Love, referencing Kamakhya, Vapı̄, ‘‘Speech,’’ and Sarasvatı̄, the ‘‘Goddess

of Speech.’’

29. Sharpe, Allegories of Empire, 70f.

30. Ibid., 69.

31. BT 11.86–88.

32. Alice Walker, The Color Purple: A Novel (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovano-

vich, 1982).

33. BT 11.92: tatah prabhrtyeva jagatpratı̄ta mokqaprada nı̄lasarasvatı̄ti.

34. Perhaps we may also read it as answering Spivak’s question of whether the

subaltern can speak.

conclusion

1. Slavoj Zizek, Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacques Lacan through Popular

Culture (Cambridge: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 1991), 10–12. Zizek

continues in this passage to link Shakespeare’s image of ‘‘looking awry’’ with Lacan’s

notion of objet petit a, where ‘‘looking,’’ which is distorted by desire, enables the

construction of the object, where it was not ‘‘seen’’ before.

appendix 1

1. Brhannı̄la Tantra [BT], ed. Madhusudhana Kaul, (Delhi: Butala and Co., 1984).

The Nı̄la Tantra version is found in Tantrasara, ed. Rasik Mohan Chattopadhyaya
(Calcutta: 1877–84), cited in Goudriaan and Gupta, History of Indian Literature, vol. 2:

Hindu Tantric and Sakta Literature (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1981), 88.

2. The Cı̄nacara Tantra (CT), Gupta Sadhana Tantra (GST), Maya Tantra (MT),

and Sarvavijayi Tantra (SVT), a text that I reference at one point, are all located in

Tantrasaxgraha, ed. Vrajvallabha Dvivedi. Yogatantragranthamala Series 8, part 5
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(Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 1996). The Gandharva Tantra (GT)

is located in Tantrasaxgraha, ed. Ramprasada Tripathı̄. Yogatantragranthamala Se-

ries 5, part 3 (Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 1992). Nı̄lasarasvatı̄

Tantram, ed. Brahmananda Tripathi, with Hindi commentary by S. N. Khandelwal

(Varanasi: Chaukhamba Surbharati Prakashan, 1999). Phetkaripı̄ Tantra (PhT) is

located in Tantrasaxgraha, 3rd ed., ed. M. M. Gopinath Kaviraj, in Yogatantra-

granthamala Series 4, part 2 (Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 2002).

Yoni Tantra, edited with an introduction by J. A. Schoterman (Delhi: Manohar,

1980).

3. Teun Goudriaan and Sanjukta Gupta, History of Indian Literature, vol. 2:

Hindu Tantric and Sakta Literature (Wiesbaden:Harrossowitz, 1981), 88.

4. BT 13.7a: gurucinta na caivatra mahakalyasca sadhane.
5. S. C. Banerji, Brief History of Tantra Literature (Calcutta: Naya Prokash, 1988),

248–257.

6. Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya, Prapatoqipı̄, ed. Harivansh Kumar Pandey (Var-

anasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 2000). He mentions the NT throughout;

a couple of examples include 1:453, and 1:455; for the BT, which he also mentions

throughout, 15, 478, and 480; and for the Mahanı̄la Tantra, 3.

7. This, according to Worldcat.

8. Banerji, Brief History, 468.

9. Goudriaan and Gupta, History of Indian Literature, 88n.

10. Dvivedi, ed., Tantrasaxgraha 8, part 5, p. 1 of the ‘‘Prastavikam.’’

11. Goudriaan and Gupta, History of Indian Literature. For Banerji’s ascription to

Bengal, see Banerji, Brief History, 256.

12. Gudrun Buhnemann, The Iconography of Hindu Tantric Deities. 2 vols.

(Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 2000), 1:102.

13. Kinsley, Tantric Visions of the Divine Feminine: The Ten Mahavidyas (Berkeley
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1997), 96.

14. See Schoterman, ed., Yoni Tantra, 10, for a discussion of this phenomenon in

the YT.

15. The Tara Tantra, in Goudriaan and Gupta, History of Indian Literature, 87,

also located in the northeastern India region and likely from late medieval times, also

employs a tripartite scheme of goddesses, including Ugratara, Ekajata (a name for

Tara specifically associated with Buddhist texts), and Nı̄lasarasvatı̄; again there is

evidence supporting a late medieval date for the BT, and a northeastern Indian re-

gional affiliation for the BT.

16. Rai K. L. Barua Bahadur, Early History of Kamarupa (Shillong, 1933), 294;

also, for instance, 64 where the king Nı̄lambar flees to the hills.

17. S. Sarma, Socio-economic and Cultural History of Medieval Assam, 1200–1800

A.D. (Gauhati: Government of Assam, 1989), 248–249.

18. Goudriaan and Gupta, History of Indian Literature, 74n67.

19. Schoterman, ed., Yoni Tantra, 6.

20. Ibid., 9, and 84 in appendix.

21. Ibid., 18.
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22. Ibid., 6; Shastri, ed., Yoginı̄ Tantra, xxxixff.

23. Narasimha, Tarabhaktisudharpava, ed. Pañcanana Tarka-Samkhya-Vedanta-
Tirtha (Delhi: Bharatı̄ya Vidya Prakasana, 1983), 388f.

24. Cited in Banerji, Brief History, 256. Banerji gives Sarvananda a date of ca.

1425, while Goudriaan and Gupta, History of Indian Literature, 146, cite his date as

sixteenth century. Banerji also notes that the NT is cited elsewhere, for instance, in

Purpananda’s Syamarahasya, in Brahmananda Giri’s Tararahasya, in his Saktananda
Taraxginı̄—which we note below—in Krqpananda’s Tantrasara, and in Raghunatha
Tarkavagı̄sa’s Āgamatattvavilasa, among others.

25. Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya, Prapatoqipı̄, ed. Harivansh Kumar Pandey, vol. 1

(Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 2000), 1:4, where he lists both the

NT and the BT; 272–73, 478, for the discussion of the guru; 300, on not massaging the

feet of the guru’s wife; 570, for the inclusion of both Vedic and Tantric sandhya;
and, for instance, in volume 2 (Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 2002)

2:35, for the worship of the goddess in the cremation ground and where there is only

a single lixga established; 2:252f., for the kumarı̄ puja vidhi; 2:549 and 2:555, for

discussion of the Kumarı̄ puja; and 2:577, for the praise of Brahmins, to mention only

some of his citations.

26. Goudriaan and Gupta, History of Indian Literature, 82.

27. Ibid., 80.

28. Ibid.

29. Banerji, Brief History, 255.

30. Barpujari, Comprehensive History of Assam (Guwahati: Publication Board

Assam, 1990–1994), 2:13.

31. Ibid.

32. K. R. Van Kooij, Worship of the Goddess according to the Kalikapurapa (Leiden:

Brill, 1972), 3.

33. Goudriaan and Gupta, History of Indian Literature, 86.

34. Buhnemann, The Iconography of Hindu Tantric Deities, 35.

35. S. Sarma, Socio-economic and Cultural History, 161.

36. Schoterman, Yoni Tantra, 5–9.

37. White, The Kiss of the Yoginı̄: Tantric Sex in Its South Asian Contexts (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 2003).

38. Davidson, Indian Esoteric Buddhism (New York: Columbia University Press),

2002.

39. However, I should emphasize that the portrait I am painting right here is

speculative.

40. See Brahmananda Giri, Saktanandataraxgipı̄, ed. Rajanatha Tripathı̄
(Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 1987), for NT, p. 59; GT, pp. 38, 58.

He does not reference the BT, the MT, the CT, or the GST, which leads one to surmise

a later date for these texts, though even the texts he does cite may have changed

through different recensions.

41. In Vamakesvarı̄matam, with the Commentary of Jayaratha, ed. Madhusudan

Kaul Shastri (Srinagar: Kashmir Series of Texts and Studies, 1945), 36.
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42. Kularpava Tantra, ed. Taranatha Vidyaratna with an introduction by Arthur

Avalon (Sir John Woodroffe) (Madras: Ganesh and Company, 1965; reprint, Delhi:

Motilal Banarsidass, 1975).

43. See White’s The Kiss of the Yoginı̄, passim.

44. Goudriaan and Gupta, History of Indian Literature, 227. See also Goudriaan’s

statement in this text that the KuT is ‘‘without doubt the most important of its class’’

(93).

45. KuT 8.52: yoginyah kqtrepalasca mama dehe vyavasthitah.
46. KuT 8.46.

47. KuT 8.103: cakramadhye tu mudhatma jatibhedam karoti yah | tam bhak-

qayanti yoginyas. Also, for instance, 11.38.
48. KuT 11:62a: napriyam nanrtam bruyat kasyapi kulayoginah |.

49. KuT 11.62b: kurupa ceti krqpeti na vadet kulayoqitam.

50. KuT 9.52a: svecchacaraparayapah.
51. KuT 9.57a: apeyamapi peyam syadabhakqyam bhakqyameva ca.

52. KuT 9.58: na vidhirna niqedhah syanna pupyam na ca patakam | na svargo

naiva narakam kaulikanam kulesvari ||.
53. BT 6.341b–42a saktisca kusumaih pujya sindurairgandhacandanaih || atha

malyairalaxkaraih kevalam matrbhavatah |.

54. KuT 8.71b: dhrtvasirasi nrtyanti madyabhapdani yoginah.
55. KuT 8.73–74: yogino madamattasca patanti pramadorasi | madakulasca

yoginyah patanti puruqopari || manorathasukham purpam kurvanti ca parasparam |.

56. Kaulavalı̄nirpaya, ed. Arthur Avalon (Varanasi: Bharatiya Vidya Prakashan,

1985; reprinted with permission of M/s Ganesh and Co. [Madras, n.d]).

57. KuT 11.65: striyam sataparadhañcet puqpepapi na tadayet | doqanna gapayet
strı̄pam gupaneva prakasayet ||.

58. P. C. Bagchi suggests a northeastern location for the KJN. See Kaulaj-

ñananirpaya and Some Minor Texts of the School of Matsyendranatha, edited with an

introduction by Prabodh Chandra Bagchi. Calcutta Sanskrit Series, no. 3 (Calcutta:

Metropolitan Printing and Publishing House, 1934), 16–20. White, however, in con-

trast to Bagchi’s assertion of a northeastern provenance for this text, has pointed out

to me that there is no evidence to give a northeastern provenance to the KJN (cor-

respondence-mail message to author, May, 4, 2006).

59. Kaulajñananirpaya [KJN], edited with an introduction by P. C. Bagchi,

translated by Michael McGee. Tantra Granthamala, no. 12 (Varanasi: Prachya Pra-

kashan, 1986), 56.

60. Ibid., 57; KJN 3.24.

61. Ibid., KJN 5.20: satatamabhyasedyogı̄ siñcyamanasca viqaih | valı̄palita-

nirmuktah sarvavyadhivivarjitam [sic]. Bagchi here inserts ‘‘se’’ to make ‘‘viseqaih.’’
This changes the meaning from ‘‘poisons’’ to ‘‘special substances’’; however, the point

I make with this verse remains the same. That is, that the KJN offers practices to-

ward attaining immortality. Also the previous and succeeding verses, 5.18–19, indicate

that the practice here is an inner meditation with its focus on the cakras, and the

following verses, 5.21–23, indicate the same with the use of dhyatva in 5.22.
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62. White notes that the sex rite is described here, and while his thesis of the

use of fluids I think is certainly borne out by this passage, the sex rite itself is not

described; KJN 18.21: ‘‘Having offered, one gives respect to the guru, especially

through the guru-worship. Then, having done the worship of the hero, by which

he (the hero? The Goddess? The guru? The practitioner?) should be made happy again

and again’’; nivedya gurave manam gurupuja viseqatah | vı̄rapujam tatah krtva yena

tuqyet punah punah |.

63. KJN 21.8–9: purpimayam amavasyam aqtamı̄ ca caturddası̄ [sic] || sajı̄vam
matsyamadyañca mamsañcaiva balim da[det] | vyakhya caiva tu kartavya acaryah
saxkavarjitah ||.

64. KJN 8.7–8a: vivaham tu krtam yasya sahaja sa tu ucyate | kulaja
vesyamityahurantyaja varpa antyaja || bahisthakathita devi adhyatmyam srpu
sampratam.

65. KJN 23.11: kopantu naiva karttavyam bhaqamapam suradhipe | kumarika
striyo vapi bhaqamape kadacana ||.

66. This is not to discount the reading of the ‘‘mouth to mouth’’ initiation that

White discusses in The Kiss of the Yoginı̄, especially 94–122, which may refer to

sexual relations between the male and female who ‘‘imparts’’ the teaching through her

‘‘lower’’ mouth, which we do find in the KJN. For our purposes here, what is sig-

nificant especially are the differences that we find between the KJN and the BT, and

other texts used for this study.

67. Kalika Purapam, introduction and translation by B. N. Shastri. Delhi: Nag,

1991–1992.

68. K. R. Van Kooij, Worship of the Goddess according to the Kalikapurapa (Leiden:

Brill, 1972), 30.

69. KP 84.127b–28a: asvatantrah striyah karyah satatam parthivena tu || tah
svatantrah striyo nityam hanaye sambhavanti hi |.

70. J. A. Schoterman, S
_
atsahasra Samhita (Leiden: Brill, 1982), 12.

71. Goudriaan and Gupta, History of Indian Literature, 81.

72. Todala Tantra in Tantrasaxgraha, ed. Ramprasad Tripathı̄. Yogatantra-
granthamala Series 4, part 2 (Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 2002),

3.28.

73. Mahanirvapa Tantra, with the commentary of Hariharananda Bharatı̄, ed.

Arthur Avalon (Sir John Woodroffe). Tantrik Texts 13 (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,

1989; originally published in 1929), 8.106: tiqthet pitrorvase balye bharttuh sam-

praptayauvane | varddhakye patibandhunam na svatantra bhavet kvacit ||. One won-

ders whether this shift from ‘‘son’’ to ‘‘husband’s relatives’’ had anything to do with

Bengali inheritance laws for the nineteenth century.

74. Yoginı̄ Tantra [YogT], ed. Biswanarayan Shastri (Delhi and Varanasi:

Bharatiya Vidya Prakashan), 1982.

75. YogT, xxxii, xxxviiif., xliii.

76. YogT 1.6.37b–38a: brahmapı̄ brahmapasyaiva kqatriya kqtriyasya ca ||

vaisyavaisyasya devesi maithune yadvidhih smrtah |.

77. YogT 1.6.39b: sudra va brahmapadı̄nam trivarpanamabhavatah ||.
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78. YogT 1.6.44: matryonim parityajya maithunam sarvayoniqu | kqatayonista-
ditavya akqatam naiva tadayet ||. Schoterman also discusses this exclusion of mothers

and virgins in his introduction to the Yoni Tantra. See Yoni Tantra, edited with an

introduction by Schoterman, 18f.

79. YogT 1.4.30–31a: padminı̄ santida prokta vasye ca saxkhinı̄ mata | stamb-

hanoccatane devi prasasta nagavallabha || marape ca tatha sasta dakinı̄ satrumrtyuda.
80. YogT 1.4.31b–32a: gauraxgı̄ dı̄rghakesı̄ ya sada samrtabhaqipı̄ || raktanetra

susı̄la ca padminı̄ sadhane subha |.

81. YogT 1.4.35: hrasvakesı̄ dı̄rghaghopa sada niqthuravadinı̄ | sada kruddha
dı̄rghadeha maharavaparayapa ||.

82. One instance may be found at YogT 1.13.35–39.

83. For instance, especially Kamakhya Tantra 2.66ff., in Tantrasaxgraha, 3rd ed.,

ed. M. M. Gopinath Kaviraj, in Yogatantragranthamala Series 4, part 2 (Varanasi:

Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 2002).

84. KamT 2.68: avahanadikarmapi na tatra sarvatha priye.

85. KamT 2.72b: parastrı̄yonimasadya viseqepa yajet sudhı̄h.
86. KamT 2.73a: vesyayonih para devi sadhanam tatra karayet.
87. In Tantrasaxgraha, ed. Gopinath Kaviraj.

88. Devı̄ Rahasya with Parisiqtas, ed. Ram Chandra Kak and Harabhatta Shastri

(Delhi: Butala Publications, 1985; reprinted from the 1941 edition of Kashmir).

89. Niruttara Tantram: Mula Samskrta tatha Bhaqanuvada. (Sanskrit Text with
Hindi Translation.) Hindi, trans. S. N. Khandelwal (Varanasi: Bharatiya Vidya Pra-

kashan, 1996).

90. KMT 5.7: natra suddhyadyapekqasti na niqiddhadi duqapam | dikkalaniyamo

natra sthityadiniyamo nahi ||. This train of thought continues through KMT 5.9.

91. Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya, Prapatoqipı̄, 477; the hymn is in KMT 3.27–34.

92. Rudrayamala (Uttara Tantra), Prathama Vibhaga (part 1), ed. Ramaprasada
Tripat.hı̄. Yogatantra-Granthamala Series 7 (Varanasi: Sampurnananda Sanskrit

University, 1991).

93. Rudrayamala (Uttara Tantra), Dvitı̄ya Vibhaga (part 2), ed. Ramaprasada
Tripathı̄. Yogatantra-Granthamala 7 (Varanasi: Sampurnand Sanskrit University,

1996), 64.55b and 64.56b, respectively: cı̄nacaram rakqası̄nam kulı̄nanam sadasiva;
cı̄nacaram rakqası̄nam sadhanadeva siddhyati.

94. Brahmananda Giri, Saktanandataraxgipı̄, ed. Rajanatha Tripathı̄ (Varanasi:
Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 1987); Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya. Prapatoqipı̄, ed.
Harivansh Kumar Pandey (Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 2000;

2002).

95. Brahmananda Giri, Saktanandataraxgipı̄, 4.147–49; 5.31–32.
96. Ibid., 15.5–10.

97. Ibid., 2.27–30; 9.139–40.

98. Ibid., 2.31: striyodı̄kqa subha prokta matuscaqtagupa smrta | svapnalabdha ca
ya dı̄kqa tatra nasti vicarapa ||. I have emended ‘‘spapna’’ to read ‘‘svapna’’ in this line.

99. Ibid., 2.32: sadhvı̄ caiva sadacara gurubhakta jitendriya | sarvatantrartha-
sarajña sadhava pujane rata | guruyogya bhavedeqa vidhavam parivarjayet ||.
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100. Brahmananda Giri, Tara Rahasyam Satippapa ‘‘Vidya’’ Hindı̄vyakhyopetam,

ed. Sarayuprasad Shastri. Kashi Sanskrit Series 199 (Varanasi: Chowkamba, 1970).

The first version is explained from TR 3.23–53; the concluding verse is TR 3.53.

101. TR 3.70–73.

102. TR 3.63b: sadhakamscapi saktı̄msca prapamya ca punah punah ||.

103. Ramatoqapa Bhattacarya. Prapatoqipı̄, ed. Harivansh Kumar Pandey (Var-

anasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 2000; 2002).
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107. Narasimha, Tarabhaktisudharpava, ed. Pañcanana Tarka-Samkhya-

VedantaTirtha (Delhi: Bharatı̄ya Vidya Prakasana, 1983).
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110. S. Sarma, ibid., 123.

111. H. K. Barpujari, ed. Comprehensive History of Assam 3:59.
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patronizing Muslim holy places. See Barpujari, Comprehensive History of Assam,
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appendix 2

1. Gudrun Buhnemann, The Iconograpy of Hindu Tantric Deities (2 vols. [Gro-

ningen: Egbert Forsten, 2000]), also notes a scissors associated with Nı̄lasarasvatı̄, the

Blue Goddess of Speech.

2. Literally, here, ‘‘having meditated or visualized’’; ‘‘dhyatva.’’
3. 2.42–55a: prapavadinamo >ntena pujayed yatnatah sudhı̄h [avagrah inserted] |

bhutasuddhim tatah kuryat prapayamakramepa tu || bhutasuddhim vidhayatha
sunyam visvam vicintayet | nirlepam nirgupam suddham svatmanam taripı̄mayam

[text emended from ‘‘taripamiyam’’] || antarikqe tato dhyayet ahkaradraktapaxkajam |

bhuyastasyopari dhyayet tamkaracchetapaxkajam [seta emended here to sveta¼
white] || tasyopari punardhyayet humkaram nı̄lasannibham | tato humkarabı̄jattu
kartrikam bı̄jabhuqitam || kartrikoparigam dhyayet svatmanam taripı̄mayam |

pratyalı̄dhapadam ghoram mupdamalavibhuqitam || kharvam lambodarı̄m bhı̄mam
vyaghracarmavrttam katau | navayauvanasampannam pañcamudravibhuqitam ||

sumukham caturasram ca vrttam gomukhameva ca | yonimudreti vikhyata mudrah
pañca namaskrtau || caturbhujam lalijjihvam mahabhı̄mam varapradam | khadga-

kartrisamayuktasavyetarabhujadvayam || kapalotpalasamyuktasavyapapiyuganvitam |

pixgograikajatam dhyayenmaulavakqobhyabhuqitam || nı̄lanagajatajutam svetahikrta-
kupdalam | pı̄tahikaxkapopetam dhumrahibahubhuqapam || syamanagopavı̄tam ca

subhrahiharabhuqapam || svetanagalasatkañcı̄m patalahipadadvayam || parsvadvaye
lambamananı̄lendı̄varamalikam | prajvalatpitrbhumadhyasthitam damqtrakaralinı̄m ||

savakaptapadadvandvavamadakqapadadvayam | savesasmeravadanam bhaktanama-

bhayapradam || kramepanena devesi dhyatva nı̄lam sarasvatı̄m |.

4. 2.138d: saubhagyamrtavarqapena krpaya siñca tvamasmadrsam ||.

5. 2.138c: nı̄lendı̄varalocanatrayayute.

6. 2.138b: gadyaprakrtapadyajatiracanasarvarthasiddhiprade.
7. I emend the text here to sveta¼white, from seta.
8. See for this also Buhnemann, The Iconography, 101ff. and plate 20, where

Nı̄lasarasvatı̄ is pictured with a scissors, which Buhnemann notes may be the kartrika
in the visualization.

9. Perhaps this is to suggest flexibility, a slightly wider interpretive net in the

choice of the meal’s recipients, to include perhaps, for instance, an itinerant practi-

tioner who might not come from the Brahmin caste.

10. This is a feature found in other earlier Tantras as well, in the Kalika Purapa
and in the Kularpava Tantra (K. R. Van Kooij, Worship of the Goddess according to

the Kalikapurapa [Leiden: Brill, 1972], 30).

11. Eck, Encountering God: A Spiritual Journey from Bozeman to Banaras (Boston:

Beacon, 1993).

12. Note that in Buddhist Tantra mudra can refer to the female ritual partner of

the male Tantric practitioner.
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13. Agehananda Bharati, The Tantric Tradition (London: Ryder and Co., 1965;

reprint, New York: Grove, 1975), 257ff.

14. See also J. A. Schotermann’s analysis of the Yoni Tantra (Yoni Tantra, edited

with an introduction by J. A. Schoterman[Delhi: Manohar, 1980], 31), a text that bears

similarities to the left-handed chapters of the BT.

15. Here I follow the reading of M. S. Kaul’s emendation choice of nija over dvija

(BT 7.198, p. 110).

16. Here I emend ‘‘akaror ’’ to ‘‘akarod.’’ This particular section contains a few

obvious scribal errors, that is, ‘‘samapayet’’ for ‘‘samarpayet’’ (7.237). Also, the Blue

Goddess of Speech is also considered synonymous with the goddess Tara and Kalı̄
(7.211).

17. See, for instance, the Paratrı̄sika Vivarapa. This tripartite form of the goddess

is also evidenced in the Srı̄ Vidya practice and has remained part of the tradition

even today. On this see Douglas Brooks’s excellent study, The Secret of the Three

Cities: An Introduction to Hindu Sakta Tantrism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,

1990).

18. In this context the yoginı̄ is perhaps the female equivalent of the mythical,

magically powerful male siddha, or perhaps to a semihuman, half-divine female

magician or sorceress.

19. The kupdagola mentioned here may refer to menstrual blood. This seems

likely, especially since this section appears to be taken from an earlier text without

careful attention by the redactor at this point. See Schotermann for the elucidation of

the terms kupdagola and svayambhu (Yoni Tantra, pp. 31f.).

20. The standard list of five products coming from a cow include milk, yogurt,

clarified butter, urine, and feces. The text bars ghee from being included in the

substitute for wine (8.21).

21. See Narasimha’s Tarabhaktisudharpava1, 271, for rejection of the Five Ms and

268 for nonemission.

22. The Sanskrit here is strı̄jatirupa sarvatra sarvadehequ janata (8.158b).

23. This textual misspelling of Nisumbha as Nisumbha suggests also a north-

eastern provenance for the text, since this is a common morphological shift in the

vernaculars of this region.

24. This may be a reference to the Kalika Purapa, or the word tantra could in this

instance simply mean ‘‘method.’’ Given the context of the verse, the former inter-

pretation is more likely.

25. In Sanskrit, ‘‘sarvajña.’’ This word is often translated as ‘‘omniscience,’’ which

doesn’t, in my opinion, accurately capture the sense of ‘‘sarvajña,’’ which is more

of an ability to know things by concentrating upon them and not the more outlandish

claim to absolute knowledge.

26. This refers to the notion that it is the goddess who enlivens Siva; phonetically
encoded as the letter i, which is the goddess, this makes the word sava¼ ‘‘corpse’’ into

the god ‘‘Siva.’’
27. The ‘‘saccidananda’’ of the Vedantic tradition.
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Tirtha. Delhi: Bharatı̄ya Vidya Prakasana, 1983.

Nı̄la Tantra. Edited by Bhadrasheel Sharma. Guptavatara Durlabha Tantramala Series,
varqa 2, mapi 6. Prayag: Kalyana Mandir, 2022 samvat [1965 or 1966].

Nı̄lasarasvatı̄ Tantram. Edited by Brahmananda Tripathi. Hindi commentary by S. N.

Khandelwal. Varanasi: Chaukhamba Surbharati Prakashan, 1999.

Niruttara Tantram: Mula Samskrta tatha Bhaqanuvada. (Sanskrit Text with Hindi

Translation.) Hindi Translation by S. N. Khandelwal. Varanasi: Bharatiya Vidya

Prakashan, 1996.

Phetkaripı̄ Tantra in Tantrasaxgraha. Edited by Gopı̄natha Kaviraja. 3rd Edition.

Yogatantra-Granthamala Series 4, part 2. Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit

University, 2002.
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Kaulajñananirpaya 11, 33, 168–69

Kaulavalı̄nirpaya 164

kavaca 48

Kendukalai 4, 182

Khanna, Madhu 33

Koch 154, 159, 160, 180, 181, 182, 186

Kramasadbhava 179

Kripal, Jeffrey 77, 225 n.12, 247–48 n. 58,

254 n.15, 257 n.54

Kristeva, Julia 59–60

Krqpa 26–27, 39, 52, 79, 191

kqatriya 59

kula rite 40, 51, 53–55, 94

Kulacudamapi Tantra 14, 30, 34, 51,

53–54, 64, 81–85, 86, 88, 94, 162

kulakula mantra 64, 94

Kularpava Tantra 11, 14, 30, 32–34, 42,

51, 53, 64, 69, 81, 84, 86, 89,

162–67, 171, 177

kumarı̄ puja 32, 41

Kupdalinı̄ 8, 20,172, 229 n. 49

Lacan, Jacques 59–60, 123

Lakqmapadesika 179

Lakqmı̄ 5, 121, 139

Lalita Sahasranama 179

Langton, Rae 75–76, 262 n. 44

language 111, 114–15, 125–30, 134, 136–37

bodied 119–24

as goddess 135, 147

and power 46

and sex 18, 63, 74–77, 79

and women 25, 27, 46, 145–46

lata sadhana 21
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