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Introduction


The meaning of ‘tantra' conjures up a myriad range of teachings, philosophies, and meanings and there will always be a huge debate when people discuss this rather esoteric topic. There will be people agreeing with some aspects of what you see and there will be people disagreeing with you strongly. Yet, you must know that the actual term ‘tantra' signifies something very meaningful.

To understand the meaning of this word, we would have to start with another Indian word called ‘sutra.' Sutras were critical texts of Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism. The sutra that gained maximum fame in the Western World is, perhaps, the Kama Sutra which is a text that talks in detail about erotic and sexual arts. By the way, this sutra is in no way connected to Tantra. Another equally famous sutra is that of Patanjali called the Yoga Sutra. 

Let us start again with the word, sutra, whose literal meaning is ‘thread’ and refers to a particular thread or line of thought. Some believe that this ‘thread’ refers to the physical threads that bind the text together. 

So, the sutra is a single thread of thought and tantra is an entire system of thought. The Sanskrit meaning of ‘tantra' is ‘loom.' We are not just talking about the cloth that is woven with the threads, but the entire machinery on which the piece of cloth is made. Originally, sutras came in the form of books, whereas tantras were taught by the guru or teacher directly to his disciples or students. Soon, considering the highly literate society that this part of society was, the oral teachings also took the form of books, notes, summaries, etc.


Now, let us come to the 6th century in Europe. During this time, the Roman Empire was in tatters and there was absolutely no stability leading to the increased growth of warfare and petty battles amongst smaller warlords. The worst affected aspects of society were education and knowledge which had reached abysmal depths and illiteracy and ignorance was rampant in Europe. 

The Eastern society, particularly India, was on a path of stability and growth. Education and intellectual thinking were on the rise in this entire nation. Kashmir, specifically became a melting pot of cultures and yet, ancient worship rituals and traditions still existed here; especially the worship of Siva and Shakti; more on this in the next chapter. 

Here, the word ‘tantra’ or loom has been given another connotation; that of weaving together Siva, the representative of consciousness, with Shakti, the representative of power. Also, the loom could be the weaving together of Siva, Shakti, and other ‘sutras’ or threads of Vedic tradition and culture. At this time in the Kashmir valley, Jainism and Buddhism were also thriving and some aspects of those religions always began to be woven together to combine Siva and Shakti to create a new form of thought or ‘Tantra.’

This is just the beginning of Tantra. Read on for more.  






Chapter One: History and Origins of Tantra


Now, that you know the basic etymology of ‘sutra’ and ‘Tantra’ let us dive right in and get more information as to the origins and the history of this rather misunderstood and misinterpreted system of thought. Tantra can be believed to be the weaving of the ‘sutras’ of Siva and that of Shakti to achieve the divine and transcend beyond human senses. 

There were multiple oral traditions that were imbibed into the Tantra of weaving together of Siva and Shakti. These traditions were most likely derived from Dravidian matriarchal societies that honored and respected the female aspect of life. In these traditions, women were very powerful influencers and great teachers too.

There were highly powerful and meaningful rituals to mark transition points. These rituals were all centered upon nature and were very important connecting lines to nature. Most importantly, these female-oriented traditions rarely separated these rituals from routine life. They did not have priestly class or any kind of monastic order which controlled the other parts of the society or tradition.

These teachings or the Tantra thoughts found a lot of popularity among the burgeoning middle class in India, which was becoming wealthier and more powerful than before the time we are talking about (around the 6th century). This emerging middle class was more or less unaffected by the caste-consciousness of the Vedic nature and also by the monastic male-dominated Buddhist philosophy of the times.

Additionally, these shamanic-like traditions taught that enlightenment was possible right here, right now. These traditions were practical and easy to follow unlike the scholarly and monastic teachings of the conventional religions in force at that time. These traditions were very immediate and very vibrant too. 

The immediacy of the outcomes was very attractive as people did not have the compulsion to wait for reincarnations and rebirths for salvation. Divinity was not described in any abstract and distant form consisting of a collection of confusing deities. On the other hand, divinity was explained as something that is all-pervasive and that which each of us is a part of. In fact, divinity is not something that we are a part of, but it was the whole of the Universe.

Nothingness, as described in Buddhism, this was not an easy concept to understand for the average person. The concept of nothingness was changed into a form that was easier to interpret and comprehend; that nothingness became an all-pervading, omnipresent, and universal consciousness. 

The physical world which was considered a deception to the traditional view became an illusion in this middle-class accepted new tradition. Everything and everyone in this universe became a differently projected part of the universal consciousness. As we get better at understanding, the awareness of the non-duality concept, we slowly began to understand the illusionary aspect of what our five senses project to us until finally, we can now visualize and accept the entire Universe including us, the world around us, and the Divine, as one and the same.

All these teachings together were referred to as Tantra and continued through the entire Classical Era, which lasted for about 400-500 years. Multiple individual and independent teachers created many lineages that had among them a few diversities but mostly commonalities. 

Kashmir Shaivism was one such lineage created and remained highly prevalent for a few centuries. However, the Tantra lineage highly influenced both the then prevalent Hinduism and Buddhism. The Hinduism as we know it today is particularly influenced by the Tantra tradition. Buddhism created an entirely new sub-sect called Vajrayana Buddhism that still survives in the Himalayas even today. 

Therefore, Tantra was viewed as a spiritual science by many independent practitioners. They believed this science was available for adaptation to one’s set of beliefs. It is free of any one particular religious dogma or principles and instead, drew commonalities from all. 

Irrespective of who created a particular Tantra sub-sect (for want of a better word), the following commonalities were found across these different types:


	
● Direct relationship between the gurus (teachers) to the disciples (students)


	
● Mindfulness in all aspects


	
● Rituals were used to increase awareness


	
● All arbitrary rules of culture and religion were rejected


	
● Acceptance of followers irrespective of caste, gender, nationality, language, etc.


	
● Unmitigated access to participating in the rituals connecting to the divine


	
● Belief in the body sensations including sexual experiences as a path that will lead to the divine; it is important not to replace this path of sensual pleasures to reach the divine as a distraction




