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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Tantra has become a notorious topic associated in the popular imagination with improving your love life, mostly in the North Atlantic, or with sensational magic and nefarious goings on, as we see in Bollywood movies. Both of these representations have a tenuous link with the historical reality of Tantra, its long history and traditions of practice and belief. This book is intended as a general introduction to the history of Tantric traditions: what it is, where it fits into the history of South Asia and beyond, what its links are to Hinduism and Buddhism, and how contemporary Tantra transforms the older tradition. The book is entitled Tantric Knowledge because Tantric traditions claim to possess knowledge about the nature of the universe, the nature of ourselves as human beings, and how we fit into the wider cosmos around us; Tantric knowledge is what the texts and traditions profess. The study of these traditions raises interesting questions of both historical and existential importance. What is the origin of Tantric traditions? Who composed the Tantras and why? Are these traditions of historical interest only or do they have anything relevant to tell us today? In this book, we will address these questions, although the application of Tantric knowledge to contemporary concerns will not be our main focus. The problems of yesteryear are not those of today, although some might argue that the Tantras provide resources for solutions to contemporary problems.

The overall structure of the book is a straightforward narrative. We begin with the wider religious, social, and political context of India, looking at the kinds of texts, traditions, practices, and ideas that the Tantric literature assumes. The Tantras themselves are texts composed in Sanskrit from around the seventh century CE (although parts of the earliest Tantra may go back to the fifth) which have their own account of how they came about from a divine source. We will also offer some highly speculative thoughts or hypotheses about the origins of some themes in Tantric traditions. We will begin quite simply with an account of the central spine of the Tantric tradition focused on the god Śiva, the Śaiva Siddhānta, that came to dominance in the medieval period, and which provides the core ideas about cosmology, Tantric categories, and ritual practices. We then go on to see how antinomian traditions respond to this central tradition. We will step sideways to see how the religion of Viṣṇu adapted Tantric ideas and practices, examine the philosophies of Tantra, and finally see how Tantrism spread worldwide and has developed into the global phenomenon of Neo-Tantra.

Tantric Knowledge is essentially a descriptive book in which I present the self-representation of the Tantras – what they say about themselves – and let the texts speak through quotation. I restrict my account to ‘Hindu’ Tantric traditions although I do refer at times to Buddhist Tantra. The rationale for this is that, firstly, our evidence to date shows that the earliest Tantras were composed within a Śaiva milieu and, secondly, the development of Buddhist Tantra cannot be adequately dealt with in a book such as this. Buddhist Tantra integrates Tantric philosophy and practice into the Mahāyāna, becoming the Vajrayāna, and forming the core tradition of Tibetan Buddhism that has strong contemporary, institutional life. But readers who are knowledgeable about the Vajrayāna will recognise elements of its philosophy, practice, and deities in these pages. I placed the term ‘Hindu’ in inverted commas above because this word is of more recent origin and was not known when the early Tantras were composed, although it does identify texts that share a common worldview about the nature of the cosmos and human life within it. Unless otherwise stated I am responsible for probably about half of the translations, most of which come from untranslated (although mostly published) sources. Although I have given references in the apparatus, I have not cited the Sanskrit texts themselves, for which those interested will need to dig out the texts from elsewhere. I have made reference to secondary sources but not exhaustively. Our knowledge about the Tantric traditions has been transformed in the last thirty years by the ground-breaking work of Alexis Sanderson and his students, to which the following will make ample reference, and which I would encourage the interested reader to follow up, as well as by the work of Professor Diwakar Acharya at Oxford and Professor Harunaga Isaacson in Hamburg (on Buddhist Tantrism). I have followed Sanderson’s mapping of the traditions in the pages to come.

I would like to express gratitude to my friend and colleague Dr. Lucian Wong for his encouragement in writing this book and for guiding it to production. I would also like to express thanks to other friends and colleagues at the Oxford Centre for Hindu Studies, Dr. Bjarne Wernicke-Olesen, Dr. Rembert Lutjeharms, Dr. Jessica Frazier, Shaunaka Rishi Das, and Tanja Jakobsen for their conversation on topics Tantric and for their encouragement in producing this book, along with Lal Krishna for organising the Continuing Education course on which the book is based and Surabhi Acharya for her administration. I would like to thank my friend and colleague Professor Alexis Sanderson who has provided a model of scholarship to aspire to; his work has shaped our understanding of Tantrism and he has re-written the history of religion in medieval India more widely. Without his research, a work of synthesis such as this could not have been undertaken. I would also like to offer thanks to Prema Goet for conversation about these topics, to the anonymous readers whose recommendations I have adopted, to Professor Jim Mallinson and Dr. Christopher Wallis for their careful reading of the text, and to Dr. Valters Negribs and Steve Turrington for their excellent comments on the script.
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INTRODUCTION: REMARKS ON MEANING AND HISTORY


Tantra has been notorious in the history of Indian religions and in its global, Western form is virtually identical with methods of enhancing one’s love life. This identification of Tantra with sex is partly true in its historical origin in ancient India, but only partly. If we can make a distinction between Tantra and Neo-Tantra, where Tantra refers to the historical tradition as it arose in the early medieval period and which has Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain expression, and Neo-Tantra which refers to the modern identification of Tantra with a form of sex, then this book is about the former. We will explore the development of Tantric knowledge as it arose within the history of Indian religions, looking at its central features, its claims, and its practices. We will see how Tantra must be seen within the history of Indian religions if we wish to seriously understand it and how it changed in new cultural contexts – as we see today with Neo-Tantra, which is a transformation (and some would say distortion) of the ancient tradition, mostly through the medium of English and other European languages.

The purpose of this book is not to make claims about the value of Tantric knowledge nor its truth, although I will touch upon philosophical issues, but to present a historically and textually accurate account of its main developments, practices, and philosophies. It is then, essentially a book of historical description rather than philosophical evaluation. It assumes that the truth of traditions needs to be seen in the longue durée and that although as scholars we are always writing within the horizon of our age, this presentation nonetheless aims at being an accurate historical narrative. We will begin in this introduction with a brief reflection on what Tantra is, as we need some pre-understanding of what it is we are chasing after, and secondly, we will present a brief sketch of its history as I see it. Much of what follows may be open to alternative ways of reading the material, but this is my way, and I will support it with textual and other evidence. The reader, however, should not be alarmed as the book is intended to be easily read and will not present a heavy-duty apparatus supporting all its claims. Nevertheless, I will present sufficient textual support for the main points I wish to make about the meaning and history of Tantra, and I intend to alert the reader at times when my interpretation of the religion is speculative.


WHAT IS TANTRA?


A good place to begin is the word itself. Tantra comes from the Sanskrit verbal root tan, which means ‘to extend’, ‘to stretch’, and ‘to weave’. The noun can refer to the stretching of a loom or the warp threads of a loom. By extension it comes to mean a general conceptual framework as well as a text written on birch bark or palm leaf pages strung together with a thread. In this sense of ‘the thread that strings a document together’ it is akin to sūtra, an aphorism, related to the English word ‘suture’. Not all Tantric texts are called Tantra, many are called Āgama or Saṃhitā, and sometimes ‘tantra’ refers to non-Tantric texts such as the animal stories of the Pañcatantra, so it can simply mean ‘book’. But the vast body of texts known as Tantra designate what was believed to be a new revelation, superseding the Veda. Thus, we can speak of followers of the Veda – the traditional ancient scriptures of Hinduism – known as the Vaidikas, and followers of the Tantras, known as the Tāntrikas. The followers of the Veda were the Brahmins, the highest caste, who maintained (and still do) Vedic ritual purity rules, and who were keen to maintain the social status quo. The Tāntrikas followed the teachings of the Tantras, some of which radically advocated going against Vedic ritual purity in order to gain an enlightenment that transcended the old rules. But not all Tāntrikas were rebels. Much of Tantra is mainstream, Brahmanical religion; today in Kerala a Tantri is simply a Nambudiri Brahmin priest who installs images in temples: a very traditional role. Beyond its complicated history in Hinduism, tantrism was adopted by Buddhism, and particularly Tibetan Buddhism, and also by Jainism.

But what then is Tantra? It is not enough simply to say that it is a type of text and tradition that developed within Indian religions, we need to specify something of the kind of thing it is.1 On the one hand there has been a tendency to vilify Tantra, that it is crude or primitive magic or nefarious immorality, as we see in many nineteenth-century scholars such as Monier Monier-Williams, the Boden Professor of Sanskrit at Oxford, who thought the Tantras to contain ‘the worst superstitious ideas that have ever disgraced and degraded the human race’,2 while on the other hand there is a tendency to romanticise Tantra, as we see with some modern teachers such as Osho (a.k.a. Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh) who claims that Tantra is not an intellectual proposition but an experience3 and other Tantric groups that claim that the essence of Tantra is enhancing sexual pleasure.4 These two tendencies have militated against a more balanced study of Tantra, promoting either a rationalisation that sees Tantra in terms of corruption or an anti-intellectualism that sees Tantra as transcending reason and thought. While it is true that many Tantric traditions are interested in ‘experience’ of the teachings, it is not the case that these traditions have been anti-intellectual or anti-reason, as we see in the robust philosophical discussions between Śaiva non-dualists, dualists, and Buddhists. Perhaps one approach at the beginning in response to the question ‘what is Tantra?’ would be to ask practitioners themselves. Hugh Urban did this and among the answers he received from two priests at the very important Tantric goddess shrine in Assam, the Kāmākhya temple, were that Tantra is essentially mantra, the power of sacred sound, while a second priest claimed it to be the body (tan) and mind (man) together in a spiritual practice.5

These responses to Urban are interesting because they emphasise the importance of practice when we discuss Tantra. Tantra is concerned with the repetition of mantras, with the production and use of ritual diagrams (yantra, maṇḍala), with daily ritual, and with yoga that emphasises the body. While some Tantric traditions were transgressive in their advocacy of caste-free sexual congress for a spiritual end, most were focused on practices that are not that far from the orthodox Brahmanical world, such as the repetition of mantras, visualisation, and making offerings into the sacred fire. David White has argued that the original forms of Tantra were transgressive, in particular the production of sexual fluids to offer to ferocious deities,6 and that this ‘hard-core’ Tantrism became stripped of transgression and adapted to more mainstream traditions.

We will visit these debates later in the book, but it is important for the reader to be aware of these issues, especially as what we can call Neo-Tantra, which identifies Tantra with enhanced sexual practice, has such dominance in global modernity. Neo-Tantra is focused not so much on salvation as the enhancement of bodily, sexual experience and the developing of Tantric yoga focused on a subtle body system and centres of power in the body called ‘wheels’ or ‘circles’ (cakra). Indeed, ‘chakra’, like ‘yoga’, ‘karma’, and ‘nirvana’, has become an English word. In identifying Tantra with the enhancement of somatic pleasure, Neo-Tantra identifies and elides the tradition with that of kāma, the pursuit of pleasure as an end in itself that we find in Kāma literature such as the Kāma Sūtra. In this literature, kāma is a legitimate goal of life for the householder, as we will see, but is concerned with pleasure and not with salvation. Traditional Tantra, on the other hand, has not been concerned with pleasure for its own sake but with salvation – liberation (mokṣa) and power (siddhi). These are distinct from the traditional goals of life (puruṣārtha) of the Brahmin householder of duty (dharma), wealth or success (artha), and pleasure (kāma), so from a traditional perspective, it could be argued that Neo-Tantra is a ‘mispractice’, in eliding tantra with kāma, for its traditional goal is not pleasure but salvation and power.

It is worth saying at this stage that the earliest Tantra we currently possess, the Niḥśvāsatattva Saṃhitā, contains no transgression, although this does not necessarily mean that there were not transgressive, orgiastic practices taking place that were not recorded but which infiltrate into mainstream Tantric tradition at a later date. The ‘Tantric orgy’ or melaka, for example, is a form of collective worship involving group sex that has no earlier literary precedent, as Alexis Sanderson observes.7 Perhaps this collective worship is coming from tribal regions, although there is no explicit evidence, but it may suggest much older forms of shamanistic religion focused on fertility and sacrifice, although such a view must remain speculative.

While it might not be possible or desirable to come up with a precise definition of Tantra as a system of belief and practice, there are prototypical features that we can identify, some of which are not exclusive to Tantra, but which nevertheless are of central importance. I think we can identify the following four features as prototypical of Tantric traditions.


	Tantra entails initiation (dīkṣā), that is the transmission of tradition, or specifically of the mantra or set of mantras, from teacher to student and is a pattern that ensures the salvation of the disciple. Initiation is a necessary condition for liberation. Part of the success of Tantric religion is that it guarantees success through the mantra or mantras conveyed at initiation. While initiation into the adult community is important for Brahmanical tradition, with Tantra, initiation comes to be the guarantor of salvation; through initiation the teacher can take on the sins of the disciple who will be liberated at death or within a specified chain of reincarnations in which he uses up remaining karmic residues (the Mālinī-vijayottara Tantra claims liberation is achieved within seven lifetimes following initiation). Initiation shows the centrality of the transmission of tradition through a lineage of masters or gurus, an idea common to Tantric traditions. Correct transmission is essential to preserve the authenticity and truth of Tantric religion and essential for the success of attaining liberation and power.

	Tantra is characterised by a shared ritual process in which there is symbolic identification with a deity and the identification of the cosmos with the body. This ritual process follows a pattern of (a) the purification of the physical body through the symbolic destruction of its elements (bhūta-śuddhi); (b) the creation of a divine body through imposing mantras upon it (nyāsa), for only a god can worship a god; (c) inner or mental worship (antara/mānasa-yāga) which is visualisation of the deity within or brought into the body; and (d) outer worship (bāhya-yāga) which is making offerings to the god in an external image or diagram. This is a common pattern of ritual shared by Tantric traditions. It could be argued that this ritual pattern is in fact definitional of Tantra, for even transgressive practices are usually set within it. A further element that could be classified within outer worship is making offerings into the sacred fire, which thereby aligns Tantric religion with the Vedic.

	Tantric worship entails the use of mantra, or sound-formulas, that are understood as the sound-body of the deity used with the purpose of attaining liberation, power, or bringing about a specific outcome such as curing a child of sickness. Orthodox Brahmanism uses mantras too – such as the famous Gāyatrī – but Tantric mantras are characterised as containing ‘seeds’ (bījas) of a single syllable, in themselves meaningless, such as huṃ, or phaṭ. It also entails the use of ritual diagrams (yantra, maṇḍala) that are integral to external worship. Behind this is a whole hierarchical cosmology that we shall examine in later chapters.

	Tantra involves sacrifice. The ritual slaughter of animals – goats, cows, and even wild animals – is prescribed in Tantric texts. It is arguably the case that sacrifice was the central, external ritual tradition of the medieval Tantric kingdoms that ended with their demise and with the rise of the Delhi Sultanate, and later the Mughal then British empires. This tradition of sacrifice to the Goddess in one of her forms survived in the Tantric kingdom of Nepal and in places on the margins of central India that still retain an echo of this older form of religion, in Kerala and Bali. The relationship between Vedic and Tantric sacrifice is not clear, but both kinds of sacrifice were practised in the medieval kingdoms.



Arguably then, if not definitional, these four features of (1) initiation, (2) shared ritual pattern, (3) use of mantras, yantras, and maṇḍalas, and (4) sacrifice are prototypical features of Tantra and show how Tantra is mostly about practice rather than theology or philosophy.




A SKETCH OF THE HISTORY OF TANTRA


The earliest Tantric texts can be dated to around the seventh century CE, although elements within the Niḥśvāsa-tattva Saṃhitā, as I said above, may go back to the fifth. This is very old indeed. Tantric religion emerged within Brahmanical traditions that we retrospectively name ‘Hindu’, although we need to be very aware that that term was not in use in the early period. Nevertheless, it is a useful shorthand to distinguish the form of religion that claims the Veda is its revelation from other kinds of religion, notably the śramaṇa traditions of Buddhism and Jainism that possibly, or even probably, have an origin outside of the Vedic realm (as Bronkhorst has argued).8 Tantra arose within the non-śramaṇa tradition but came to impact upon those traditions that quickly and easily adopted it; there are strong textual arguments for this, as we will see.

However, I want to begin with two speculative but arguably valid hypotheses. The first is that sacrifice was the central ritual act of the state-supported religion of the medieval kingdoms; the second is that the transgressive, sexual dimension of Tantra – that became known as ‘left-hand’ Tantra – originated in non-literate, shamanic practices that are rooted in the deep, prehistoric past. Let us look at both hypotheses in turn.

The fact that sacrificial religion is still strongly present in some areas of South and Southeast Asia, especially Nepal, Kerala, and Bali, suggests that these regions preserve an earlier form of religion or are a remnant of a pan-South Asian form of religion centred on sacrifice. Tantric religion in the medieval period, by which I mean the post-Gupta era after about 620 CE, was supported by royalty and became the main, state religion until the thirteenth century. During this time, sacrifice – the immolation of animals – was arguably the central, state-supported ritual practice, so we might even speculate that vegetarian ritual offering (pūjā) is modelled on blood offerings (yajña/bali). This is supported by the fact that the kings of Nepal, with a link to the Tantric Goddess Taleju, practised sacrifice throughout the history of the Mallas, as we will see. Sacrifice provides the central image in the Hindu imaginaire from an early period, being found within the Mahābhārata where the internecine war is regarded as a sacrifice, and especially in the Bhagavad-gītā which is deeply concerned with the sacrifice/renunciation dynamic. Here gods and humans owe life to sacrifice, and the gods give pleasure nourished by sacrifice (3.9–13). We also have the proximity of renunciation to sacrifice, in the sense that renunciation and asceticism are the internalisation of sacrifice and the denial of death, or symbolic control of death.9 Sacrifice is the central ritual practice for worshipping the Goddess. Durgā and her forms in Nepal are still offered sacrifice and have been throughout her history, as is the Goddess in the Kāmākhya temple in Assam, the most important Tantric pilgrimage site. In the teyyam dance possession rites of Kerala each performance culminates with a sacrifice, and we might speculate that the name of Bali might be from bali, blood offering. Thus, we have the Tantric affirmation of sacrifice in Nepal where Tantra was a state supported religion until recent times and blood sacrifice relegated to the margins of Brahmanical influence in Kerala and Bali.

With the demise of the Indian Tantric kingdoms in the thirteenth century, Tantra becomes more esoteric, concerned with the correspondences between the macrocosm and the microcosm, and the external religion becomes more internalised with meditative or yogic practice among renouncer traditions. The centrality of sacrifice to state religion is also supported by the concern of Tantra to transcend death, understood perhaps literally as cultivating the nectar of immortality within the body (as later haṭha-yoga taught), or as achieving immortality through a subtle body that transcends the physical.10 There is a correspondence between literal sacrifice and the transcending of death and repeated dying through Tantric practice.


[image: The Kāmākhya temple, surrounded by trees, and people gathered in the courtyard.]
Figure 0.1. The Kāmākhya temple in Assam during Durgā Pūjā festivities.



[image: A traditional teyyam performer in elaborate attire and makeup, holding a ceremonial weapon.]
Figure 0.2. A teyyam dancer.



The second speculative hypothesis I would like to propose is that the symbolism of Tantra, as well as some of the practices focused on the body, may derive from ancient roots. In what came to be called Shamanism, the main form of religion across northern Eurasia possibly for millennia, one of the main concerns was healing the sick, healing the present through connecting with the ancestors, and transcending death. The shaman would enter a trance state and there are suggestive parallels between the shaman’s journey to the other world and the Yogi’s journey up through the body. The sexual orgy of Tantrism could come from this ancient tradition that celebrates the proliferation of life through sexual union, which is linked to the transcendence of death – symbolised, for example, by drinking out of skull bowls.11 This must remain speculative, although Sanderson has speculated that the melaka may have tribal origins, although there is no evidence for this. There are then elements of Tantra that could be very ancient: sacrifice, the symbolism of death, especially worship with skulls as in modern day Aghori practice,12 and the transcendence of death. This cluster of symbols and practices may also have involved deities with animal heads or theriomorphic deities, especially goddesses called Yoginīs, such as we find in Śākta Tantric texts.13 But let us move from the speculative to the more certain, for which we have textual evidence.


[image: An Aghori practitioner wearing a garland of skulls performs a ritual with a small oil lamp in a dimly lit setting.]
Figure 0.3. A modern day Aghori practitioner in the Kāmākhya Temple in Assam.



As stated previously, the earliest Tantra to date is the Niḥśvāsa-tattva Saṃhitā (mostly seventh century CE) that we will examine more closely in Chapter 3, although there were precursors to the Tantric tradition in ascetic groups and the tradition was already developing before the earliest textual evidence. I will simply sketch a general picture at this stage of the history, without textual backup, that will be documented in the coming chapters. During the first millennium around the seventh century CE the religious picture of India is something as follows:


	There is a strong Vedic tradition of ritual sacrifice of the Śrauta Brahmins whose tradition is derived from śruti, Vedic revelation, along with its philosophical justification in the school of Vedic exegesis or Mīmāṃsā, which defended sacrifice against Buddhist objectors. This tradition is supported by kings in varying degrees throughout the period down to the demise of the Hindu kingdoms in the north with the rise of the Delhi Sultanate.

	There is Brahmanical, theistic worship of different deities as reflected in the ‘ancient texts’ or Purāṇas, and in the epic literature, the Mahābhārata and Rāmāyaṇa. These bear witness to the rise of theism in India, as does the Bhagavad-gītā and, following it, the Śvetāśvatara Upaniṣad.14 In particular we see the rise of the gods Viṣṇu and his ‘incarnation’ (avatāra) Kṛṣṇa, Śiva, and the Goddess (Devī). These theistic traditions were articulated by the Smārta Brahmins who derived their tradition from the smṛti, the secondary revelation (which included the law books, the epics, and the Purāṇas). These theistic traditions often emphasised devotion (bhakti).

	Apart from the Mīmāṃsā there are the philosophical schools of Vedānta (the tradition that begins with the end of the Veda) or Uttara Mīmāṃsā (the later exegesis); Sāṃkhya, the dualist tradition, and Yoga.

	During the early first millennium we have the religion of Śiva emerging articulated in ascetic groups called the ‘higher’ or ‘outer’ path (ati-mārga) that claimed to transcend the Vedic revelation, and the path of mantra (mantra-mārga). The key ascetic sect of the Ati Mārga worships Śiva and is known as the Pāśupata. Tantra is the Mantra Mārga in its earliest period as we will see. The schools of philosophy known as Vaiśeṣika (atomist school) and Nyāya (school of logic) might be linked with or coming out of the early Śaiva Pāśupata sect. The textual origins of Tantra are in the worship of Śiva found in the Mantra Mārga and the worship of the Goddess in the Kula Mārga.

	Buddhist impersonalism is intellectually and culturally important too and the theistic traditions react against it; Buddhism in turn responds to the success of the Śaiva traditions. The other heterodox tradition is Jainism, which adopted Tantric religion and produced its own Tantras.



In presenting a list in this way I am attempting to simplify a complex picture, but a simplification that is nevertheless accurate. Many of these traditions vied with each other for royal patronage and we know that kings and queens supported several different traditions. Buddhism adopted and adapted the Śaiva Tantric model in its more esoteric forms, and later postural yoga (haṭha-yoga) in turn seems to have originated in Buddhism during the eleventh century, as Mallinson shows.15

By the thirteenth century the Tantric kingdoms except for Nepal have declined and there has been the rise of devotion focused on Viṣṇu and his forms, particularly Kṛṣṇa. On the eve of modernity around the sixteenth century, we therefore have a picture of Muslim rule in the north, the development of new ways of thinking about God, the human person, and reason – especially in Bengal – with the remaining Hindu kingdoms in the South. Tantra has gone underground in Bengal, in the sense that it is no longer supported by the state and exists in the context of the rise of devotion (bhakti) to Viṣṇu (as we find in the religion begun by Caitanya (1486–1533)). An older contemporary of Caitanya in the Panjab, Guru Nānak (1469–1530), within the Sant tradition, is also advocating devotion, but to a formless (nir-guṇa) deity and founding a community that was to develop into Sikhism. Tantra in the south becomes orthodox with the Śrī Vidyā tradition of the Smārta Brahmins, associated with the Śaṅkara monastic orders, and in Kerala becomes orthodox, Nambudiri Brahmanism. Tantrism travels to Southeast Asia – the Khmer kingdom supports Tantric Śaivism – and it goes further south to Java and Bali. Buddhism by the thirteenth century has disappeared from India but flourishes in Tibet where Tantric Buddhism or the Vajrayāna becomes the main, state religion. By the nineteenth century Tantra has become divorced from its state association. In Kerala it is simply normative Hinduism; it begins to be translated into the West in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Sir John Woodroffe (also known as Arthur Avalon) is instrumental in its transference to the West through his translation work and scholarship. Tantra also resonates with the Theosophical Society and, moving forward through interesting mediations such as Alistair Crowley, to the 1960s, begins to influence culture in Europe and America through gurus such as Rajneesh and later Western gurus up to the present day. We can call this new development Neo-Tantra in order to differentiate it from its older origins. It is within this general outline that we need to locate Tantra, beginning with its Brahmanical context.
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I THE TANTRIC REVELATION IN CONTEXT


The Tantras did not develop in a vacuum, but within the history of Indian religions and with other textual genres composed in Sanskrit during the first millennium CE. The Tantric textual corpus is vast. The Tantras claim to be revelation from a divine source and so are akin to the claims made about the Veda. In this first chapter we need to present the general background within which Tantric literature arose and to which it responded and quoted from.


THE VEDIC REVELATION


The earliest religious poetry in India is a large group of texts collectively known as the Veda. These texts are revered by the Hindu tradition as revelation, or that which has been heard (śruti) by the ancient sages, the ṛṣis, and passed to the human community. These texts, the oldest of which is the Ṛg Veda, are hymns to a variety of deities, mostly gods of natural forces, who live at three levels of the cosmos, in the sky, in the atmosphere, and on the earth. The origin of many Hindu deities such as Viṣṇu and Śiva (as Rudra) can be traced back to here. The Veda is also about ritual sacrifice and the symbolic meaning of sacrifice. Later texts, the Upaniṣads, were more metaphysical, emphasising the knowledge of an absolute reality (Brahman) in order to escape from the never-ending cycle of reincarnation (saṃsāra). But later texts still, such as the Bhagavad-gītā, stressed devotion (bhakti) to a transcendent God. The priestly class, the Brahmins, were the maintainers of this tradition and remain so today. It was passed down from teacher to student, the texts being learned by heart by countless generations. The Nambudiri Brahmins of Kerala still maintain these traditions of Vedic learning. These Brahmins who followed the Vedic revelation (śruti) were known as Śrautas.

So, by the time of the early medieval period, after the Gupta empire around 600 CE, the tradition of Brahmanical learning was flourishing, with the different schools of philosophy emerging and clarifying their doctrines against each other. There were traditions of law (dharma) that defined the good Brahmin’s duties and obligations, such as the Laws of Manu (Manu Smṛti); these were regarded not as revelation but as having inspired, human authorship and were thus classified as ‘those scriptures that are remembered’ (smṛti). Because of this we might refer to this literature more accurately as a secondary revelation. At this time, following from the Bhagavad-gītā and Śvetāśvatara Upaniṣad, we see the development of theism, the belief in a single God of whom all the others are aspects or manifestations. This theism developed in the great epics the Mahābhārata and Rāmāyaṇa, as well as in the large body of texts called Purāṇas, the ancient scriptures, that contain stories of the gods, and stories of the kings and their dynasties. By the early years of the present millennium, many people were tired of the Veda and were keen to develop more demagogic sources of knowledge. So, while the Vedic scriptures are the primary source material for ancient Hinduism,1 there are other important scriptures within the smṛti category, particularly the law books, but also the ‘ancient narratives’ called the Purāṇas (the epics too are part of the smṛti classification).


[image: A traditional Hindu fire ritual being performed by a Nambudiri Brahmin, surrounded by others in a natural outdoor setting.]
Figure 1.1. Nambudiri Brahmins in modern-day Kerala performing a śrauta ritual.







LEGAL DISCOURSE


The treatises about law, the Dharmaśāstra, are of great importance for the formation of Brahmin identity and instructing the Brahmin community in how to behave. One of the earliest of the law books is the Law Code of Manu (Manu Smṛti), composed between the second century BCE and the second century CE, which, along with the Yājñavalkya Smṛti, are foundational to legal discourse and have many commentaries on them.2 However, these texts – and others in the tradition – are not simply law books, but contain a wealth of information about Brahmanical practice, about how to live, what to do, what rituals to perform, about the stages of life, and the structure of society. They contain details of purity rules and expiation rites for the omission of rituals that should have been done. The morally upright Brahmin is one who performs his correct ritual duties and adheres to the Vedic worldview. We might even see the law books as the antithesis of the more extreme Tantric practices because of their concern with ritual purity, even though they directly influenced the later Tantric tradition (the Mahānirvāṇa Tantra, for example, contains legal material, including material derived from British law, thus dating that particular text to not earlier than the eighteenth century).3

The Law Books were concerned with legal matters such as inheritance, as well as purity rules. They also reflect gender expectations and patriarchal attitudes. Women, for example, according to Manu are subject to male authority, to father as a daughter, to husband as a wife, and to son as a mother.4 Woman, according to Manu, is the field (kṣetra) in which a man sows his seed to produce male offspring5 and so has no inherent autonomy (svātantrya). Yet such attitudes are not shared by all the law treatises: Hindu legal texts may have been the first in world history to recognise women as having rights to inherit property, although there was debate about this, some arguing that a man’s property should go to the closest male relative rather than to his widow. The eleventh-century Jīmūtavāhana in his legal treatise suggested a compromise, that the widow should inherit if there are no sons.6

We need to understand not only the religious background to the Tantric traditions but also the legal and political frameworks in which they developed. The legal treatises give us insight into social and political practices as well as attitudes and the wider structure of society to which the Tantras responded. The affirmation of women as gurus important in religious practice in what we might call the economy of salvation in more extreme Tantric groups, for example, needs to be seen in the context of wider patriarchal attitudes and the legal status of women. Whether Tantric texts represent a social impulse to greater freedom and equality for women is a moot point, but it is certainly the case that some later Tantric traditions held women in high esteem and there was probably more parity of observance. The earliest texts emerging from the ascetic Ati Mārga make little reference to women but Goodall notes that the Kiraṇa Tantra introduces a practice intended for women initiates, the yāga of Gaurī.7

Orthodox Brahmins following the smṛtis were known as Smārtas and were highly orthodox. Thus, by the time of the Tantric revelation there were two important groups of Brahmins: those who followed and performed the high, formal rites of Vedic revelation, the public rites and sacrifices, the Śrautas (followers of śruti); and those who followed the law books and Purāṇas, performed domestic rites and maintained the sacred fire at home, the Smārtas (followers of smṛti). The Śrautas followed Vedic texts on public ritual such as the Rudra Kalpa. Apart from following the law codes, by the time of the first millennium CE the Smārtas worshipped the main gods Viṣṇu, Śiva, and Devī as they were encoded in the Purāṇas; one group focused on five gods: Gaṇeśa, Sūrya, Śiva, Devī, and Viṣṇu worshipped in a single rite, the pañcāyatana pūjā.8 The Vaidikas of the smṛti could be Śaiva Smārtas who followed texts such as the Skanda Purāṇa and the Vāyu Purāṇa. The more extreme Tantras rejected the law books while other, more conservative traditions aligned themselves with orthodox Brahmanism, as we will see.

There was also a group of texts called Śivadharma that encoded legal practices, the social and religious obligations of those who worshipped Śiva.9 These texts were orthodox in orientation, regarding the maintenance of caste boundaries as most important, and followed laws of Brahmanical purity. But since the Śaivas who followed these texts were not initiated into a specific Śaiva sect, they were regarded as general scriptures for the edification of the wider Śaiva public of the Brahmins.

Both Śrauta and Smārta Brahmins adhered to orthodox dharma (duty) with regard to social class or caste and with regard to the stages on life’s way. This was known as varṇāśrama-dharma, one’s duty (dharma) regarding social class (varṇa) and stage of life (āśrama). They also adhered to the goals or purposes of life (puruṣārtha).

By the time of the Guptas, Indian society probably had a complex array of caste groups, but the model was that of the older tradition: four estates or classes (varṇa) arranged according to a scale of purity, with the Brahmins at the top, followed by the nobles or warriors who rule (kṣatriya), the commoners (vaiśya), and those who serve (śūdra). Marriage was strictly within caste group (castes are endogamous) although outside of family or clan (kula) (clans are exogamous). It was also important to maintain caste purity, not only by consuming food that itself is pure, but by not eating outside of one’s caste group. Thus, caste is defined by rules of endogamy and commensality.

These rules are in turn governed by attitudes to purity and pollution. In Hinduism all products of the body are polluting, and the body itself is arranged in a hierarchy according to this scale: the head is the purest part of the body and the soles of the feet the most impure. When a Brahmin washes, he does so from the head downwards, so washing away impurity. Thus, tasks that concern bodily products, such as those carried out by people who sweep the villages and so have to deal with human waste, by barbers who deal with hair and nails, and by those who deal with the disposal of the dead, are polluting. Such jobs are therefore impure because what they handle is polluting in the logic of caste. Because of this, people generally knew their place in the social order. The Tantric traditions both affirmed this order and rejected it. The more orthodox traditions aligned with the Veda were keen to maintain rules of ritual purity and caste segregation, while other traditions rejected any social division based on caste or gender, consciously using the categories of purity and impurity to reject Vedic values. Living in cremation grounds, consuming impure food, and practising sexual congress outside of caste restrictions were practices of more extreme Tantric sects that challenged orthodox norms and attitudes as we will see. Indeed, living beyond the bounds of Brahmanical purity laws did give the adherents of these groups a certain freedom, even power, because they wielded the ability to pollute higher castes, having thrown off inhibition (śaṅkā). But it is important to remember that not all Tantric traditions rejected society and the rules of purity, marriage, and commensality; in fact, most did not.

The stages of life for the orthodox Brahmin, or technically for the twice-born (dvija) who had undergone an initiation (upanayana), were four: student, during which the young man learned the Vedic scriptures; householder, in which he married and raised a family; hermit, in which he retired to the forest and devoted his life to religious activity; and renouncer, in which he gave up all social obligation in order to seek liberation. Originally these stages may have been lifestyle choices, but they became codified into a sequential structure.10 This is an ideal model, and most people would have simply become householders, although some did – and still do – become renouncers, and the hermit stage might be reinterpreted simply to mean retirement. Some young men become renouncers without going through the householder stage. A more complex picture of the householder’s journey through life is provided by the Hindu rites of passage (saṃskāra) from birth to death. There are sixteen such rites, codified in the law books and handed down through tradition.11 The Tantric traditions simply assume this social structure; some proto-Tantric sects, the Pāśupatas, regarded themselves as a fifth stage, beyond the Vedic scheme. Lastly, something needs to be said about the goals of life – the purposes of life for the orthodox Brahmin and other higher caste groups – before we tackle the Tantric revelation itself.
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