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Introduction


What good are the scriptures to a man who has no sense of his own?


Of what use is a mirror to someone who is blind?


 — Cāṇakya, Nītiśāstra (10.9)


The fact that there is a textual warrant for something is no reason to accept it. Although what the texts say may be true in general, everything depends on social context . . . Therefore accept or reject something only after you have taken into account the place, the time, what the texts say, and your own self-­nature.


 — Vātsyāyana, Kāmasūtra (2.9.41)


ON A WARM June day in 1997 I walked into the Fairmont Hotel in San Francisco to attend a meeting with His Holiness the Dalai Lama. A group of gay and lesbian Buddhists from the San Francisco Bay Area had requested the audience to discuss with the Dalai Lama his views on homosexuality and to ask for clarifications about statements he had made on the topic — statements that some of the organizers believed to be problematic.1


As the meeting began, one of the organizers recounted how she had been shunned by her family when she came out to them as a lesbian; others also shared their stories. Such personal reflections clearly moved His Holiness. When it was the Dalai Lama’s turn to speak, he began by stating his strong opposition to discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and his commitment to full human rights for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people. “It is wrong for society to reject anyone on the basis of his or her sexual orientation,” His Holiness said. “Your movement to gain full human rights is reasonable and logical.” In society at large there is “nothing wrong with people engaging in mutually agreeable sexual acts . . . it is unacceptable for anyone to look down on gay people.”


But then the discussion turned from what is and is not appropriate in society at large to what the Buddhist tradition has to say about sexuality. His Holiness opened up a Tibetan text that he had brought with him to the meeting, the Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path (Lam rim chen mo), written by the Tibetan scholar Tsongkhapa.2 He began to read from the section that describes sexual misconduct. Tsongkhapa states that sex between men is inappropriate, but he also proscribes masturbation, sex during the day, oral and anal sex, and much else to boot. As the Dalai Lama began to explain Tsongkhapa’s views on sex, the mood in the room grew palpably gloomier as the participants realized that a commitment to LGBT rights did not necessarily translate into the moral acceptability of a variety of sexual acts (both homosexual and heterosexual) that are widely considered ethically unproblematic in contemporary society. Significantly, however, the Dalai Lama did not end his remarks there. After explaining Tsongkhapa’s position, he went on to speak about the “possibility of understanding such prohibitions in the context of their time, culture, and society.” “If homosexuality is part of accepted norms [today],” he continued, “it is possible that it may be acceptable.” Who decides, however, whether it is acceptable in contemporary Buddhism? How do Buddhist ethical norms change? According to the Dalai Lama,




No single person or teacher can redefine these precepts. I myself do not have the authority to redefine them since no one can make a unilateral decision or issue a decree [on such topics] . . . Such a redefinition can only come out of saṅgha discussions among the various Buddhist traditions. It is not unprecedented in the history of Buddhism to redefine moral issues, but this has to be done at the collective level.3





As the meeting came to a close, the Dalai Lama called for more research and dialogue, and he concluded by reiterating that however the Buddhist doctrine of sexual misconduct comes to be defined, it can never justify discrimination against sexual minorities.


Who speaks for the Buddhist tradition when it comes to deciding ethical matters? What role do ancient religious texts play in adjudicating questions of sexual ethics? By making reference to the words of Tsongkhapa, the Dalai Lama was signaling that texts are not irrelevant to these discussions, but rather than citing a textual authority and allowing this to be the final word, His Holiness took two further steps that moved the dialogue forward in important ways. First, he resisted being cast as the ultimate arbiter of what constitutes morally acceptable sex. The issue, he said, would have to be decided by the Buddhist community and not by appeal to the authority of any single individual — ­himself or anyone else.4 It hardly needs saying that a religious leader with the Dalai Lama’s power of moral suasion could have easily taken the opposite tack, choosing to issue an opinion on the matter. His decision to defer to the broader Buddhist community is therefore not insignificant. Second, the Dalai Lama modeled the type of reasons that ought to be marshaled to challenge the views found in the classical texts. At one point, to illustrate what such an argument might look like, he took the example of prostitution. Sex for pay is permissible according to most classical Indian and Tibetan Buddhist thinkers, who claim that this does not constitute sexual misconduct — at least when it is men who are availing themselves of the sexual services of women. But many contemporary Buddhists, the Dalai Lama said, would undoubtedly find such a view problematic. If the classical texts’ stance on prostitution is found to be unacceptable by today’s standards, perhaps their view of homosexuality might be as well. Although the way forward in this dialogue would not be easy — involving multiple voices, the close reading of texts, an understanding of historical context, and plenty of nuanced argument — the Dalai Lama clearly implied that change was possible.


The meeting participants’ less-­than-­upbeat response to the intrusion of a medieval Tibetan voice into these discussions is hardly surprising. Although Buddhism’s encounter with the modern West goes back to the early decades of the nineteenth century, the religion began to gain a major foothold in Europe and North America only in the 1960s and 1970s during a period of major social upheaval. Thinking of Buddhism as a progressive religion, many Buddhist converts adopted it in response to the perceived conservatism of other faiths. This modern version of Buddhism emphasizes individual freedoms and downplays hierarchy; it sees adherence to doctrinal and ethical norms as voluntary and largely a private matter. Modern Buddhism can take different forms,5 but it is often presentist, focusing on the here and now rather than on the hereafter, and individualistic, stressing inner experience born from meditation rather than communal and ritual life. Modern Buddhism is generally optimistic, forward looking, and egalitarian. It also eschews myth and dogma and touts the compatibility of Buddhism and science. In the moral sphere, it sees believers as having a wide berth in ethical decision-­making, with few fixed rules of conduct.6 Modern Buddhism does not see sex as particularly problematic, considering sexual ethics — to the extent that it is acknowledged as a distinct domain of inquiry at all — to be governed by a single metaethical principle, that of nonharm: “anything goes so long as it does not hurt others.”7


The academic literature on modern Buddhism has exploded in the past few years, but much less has been written about what constitutes its premodern counterpart, although this can be adduced. Premodern Buddhism — the type of Buddhism advocated by ancient and medieval thinkers like Tsongkhapa — is not monolithic. It is arguably as heterogeneous as its modern equivalent. Generally speaking, however, premodern Buddhism is more communitarian than individualistic, more hierarchical than egalitarian. Seeing the human condition as devolving — as being in a state of physical, psychological, and moral free fall — it tends to be more pessimistic than optimistic about the future. Premodern Buddhism holds that the tradition’s core ethical principles are universal and not a matter of individual choice, and that adherence to complex doctrinal norms are essential to human flourishing. Because of its monastic and celibate orientation, sex and its regulation is a major concern. No wonder, then, that premodern views like Tsongkhapa’s should come as something of a shock to contemporary Buddhists. When the Dalai Lama opened Tsongkhapa’s text, he was communicating some level of allegiance to a premodern form of Buddhism, even if he did not consider this tradition immune from historical and other types of criticism. Not every encounter of premodern and modern forms of Buddhism will result in a cultural clash, but when the conversation is about sex, sparks are bound to fly.


This book started to take shape years before that 1997 meeting with the Dalai Lama, but that conversation has also left its imprint. First, this book is chiefly a study of classical texts. The focus on texts is partly idiosyncratic — I am a textualist by training and predisposition — but it is also born of the conviction, apparently shared by the Dalai Lama, that any serious study of Buddhism and sexuality must take the classical texts into account. That is not to imply that texts are the final word, or that nontextual approaches to the study of Buddhism and sexuality are not also useful.8 But when the goal is to gain a broad picture of the Buddhist understanding of sex, the texts cannot be overlooked. As central as the topic of sex is to the Buddhist tradition, there is no single, classical work dealing with the subject in its entirety. There are Indian and Tibetan doctrinal compendia that deal with a variety of other topics, but there is no one text on the subject of sexuality. Part of my research therefore involved studying relevant materials from a wide variety of sources preserved in Pāli, Sanskrit, and Tibetan. Those sources are largely doctrinal, but Buddhist doctrine is dizzying in its diversity and in the heterogeneity of its genres. Discussions of sexuality are found in the scriptures, but also in cosmological and metaphysical works, meditation manuals, epistemological and psychological treatises, ethical writings, and even rituals. Textual genres include abstract philosophy, prose narrative, commentary, and verse. This book examines texts of these different genres from many historical periods. Although the project initially focused on Tibetan Buddhism, I quickly realized that to fully understand the views of the Tibetan texts, a much broader treatment of sexuality was necessary, one that explained what Tibetans took for granted: their cosmological worldview and their understandings of the body, gender, and sexual desire. This increasingly drove me back to the Indian sources — to what the Pāli and Sanskrit texts had to say about sexual differentiation, romantic love, the nature of sexual acts, the psychology of erotic longing, the relationship of sex to gender, and the nature of sexual deviance. I also realized that the book would be incomplete without some discussion of the techniques that the monastic tradition had developed to control sexual desire. In this way, what began as a fairly narrow monograph on sexual ethics in Tibetan Buddhism evolved into a more wide-­ranging book on sexuality in the broader South Asian Buddhist tradition.


Needless to say, it is not sufficient to simply present what texts have to say. Those sources also need to be interpreted and critically digested. But what precisely does it mean to engage a text critically? Classical Indian and Tibetan scholars have offered their own answers to this question over the centuries, leading to a variety of Buddhist theories of textual interpretation.9 According to the fifth-­century Ornament to the Mahāyāna Scriptures (Mahāyānasūtrālaṃkāra), literalism — the belief that everything found in sacred texts is acceptable at face value — is a ruinous view.10 In cases where the meaning of a text was other than its prima facie or literal one, critical reasoning was often touted as the way to a text’s more profound implications.11 The details and complexities of the Buddhist theories of textual interpretation, spanning a period of almost 1,500 years, do not really concern us. It is enough to note that all are based on one fundamental distinction: that the meaning of a text is often different from what its words denote and that it requires a certain human faculty — let us call this the critical faculty — to understand these alternative implications. Traditional Buddhist theories of textual criticism are elaborated in a very different context and have very different goals than those of this book. Nonetheless, they are useful as a springboard to a discussion of the kinds of critical practices that do inform the present work.


	All texts entice their readers with their surface meaning, as if that were all there is — take it or leave it. Religious texts are especially good at this. As Gary Comstock states, “The creative power of religious narratives to project worlds and ensnare readers, to form and deform our attitudes, desires, and practices, seems to be the most characteristic feature of the stories.”12 I would amend Comstock’s observation and suggest that it is a feature of religious literature generally. Religious texts often occlude what lies beneath their surface — alternate meanings, to be sure, but also histories, contexts, institutional pressures, cultural presuppositions, and even their authors. Some philologists maintain that understanding a text’s literal meaning is the endpoint of inquiry and that any move to go beyond that is unwarranted.13 Although understanding the language of a text — what it literally tells us — is indeed important, there is more to comprehending a literary work than just that. “A lot of the skill in reading classics,” Adam Gopnik states, “is in reading past them.”14 The work of the textualist is therefore really twofold: (1) to understand what texts are literally saying and (2) to interrogate that understanding using various forms of analysis. The first of these two tasks roughly corresponds to philology, the second to criticism. Philology focuses on a text’s language, vocabulary, and grammar; it investigates the text’s history, compares its various recensions, and examines its relationship to other texts. Philology may never be able to yield a text’s “pristine, original state,” its “singular unique meaning,” or the “author’s true intent,” but its contributions to understanding classical texts should not be underestimated. As Patrick Olivelle states, “Philology is the indispensable bedrock of any serious study of texts for any purpose.”15 However, after all the philological work has been done (if it ever is), there still remains the task of plumbing the text for deeper, more interesting insights, and this is where the scholar’s task shifts from philology to criticism.


Much has been written in the past decades about what constitutes criticism, critique, or criticality. For our purposes, it is enough to observe that the critical reading of a text is a program of sustained interrogation that, unsatisfied with merely re/presenting the text’s literal or denotative meaning, searches for deeper and broader insights. The critical reading of a classical text explores its context, it attempts to understand the culture in which it was written, it examines how an author’s identity influences his or her work, and sometimes it even assesses the plausibility of the text’s claims. There are, of course, many forms of criticism — historical, philosophical, economic, and so forth. Some of these stress social and cultural context. Others, like psychoanalytical criticism, focus on the inner dimensions of human experience. Some critical practices are structuralist, others more functionalist. No form of criticism is itself immune from criticism, a reminder that every critical practice is itself the result of historical, social, economic, and other forces. In Europe, critical practices coalesced into academic disciplines — religious studies, history, philosophy, sociology, and so forth — but these disciplines do not exhaust the forms of criticism at a scholar’s disposal, which are of course endless. Some types of criticism are unique to the Western academy, but it would be foolish to think that ancient authors did not also think critically.16 This book presumes criticism to be as ubiquitous to the ancient South Asian as it is to the Euro-­American scholarly tradition, and it is unabashed in its use of critical practices across the cultural divide, borrowing promiscuously from any theory that it considers useful. Sometimes it is a particularly academic form of criticism — ­discourse or literary analysis, metaphor theory, feminist criticism, gender studies, or queer theory — that becomes the prism through which the Buddhist material is refracted. In other cases, it is a particularly Buddhist critical idea — the “four possibilities” (catuṣkoti) or the negational theory of language (apoha) — that is most helpful to examining a particular topic. These broad observations are bound to seem somewhat abstract at this point; they will become clearer as the reader sees them applied in the chapters that follow.


This book belongs, first and foremost, to the academic field of Buddhist studies, but my hope from the start was that it would be useful to others outside of this specialty — both scholars and lay readers, Buddhists and non-­Buddhists alike. The discussion is unavoidably complex at times, but I have tried to keep the book jargon-­free and nontechnical in the hope that it might be accessible to nonspecialists. Although the book is not chiefly comparative, I have occasionally pointed to instances in which the Buddhist material intersects with or diverges from the views of other religious, philosophical, and critical traditions. Hellenistic thought, feminist theory, the philosophy of sexuality, and gender studies are just some of the fields that have allowed me to see the Buddhist texts in a new light; so too have the classical Indian erotic, medical, and legal traditions. It would therefore be fitting if this book provided students of those traditions with a fresh perspective on their own work.


The primary goal of this book is to make accessible to readers a millenium of South Asian Buddhist speculation on sexuality. As such, it belongs chiefly to the field of textual studies. But it would be disingenuous of me to deny that the work is partly motivated by a normative agenda — by a commitment to moving the Buddhist tradition toward more progressive positions on a variety of issues concerning human sexuality. Some might find this normative or constructive aspect of the book to be anachronistic: Why bother to respond to a literature so temporally and culturally removed from us? Others might find academic challenges to the classical texts disrespectful: Who are you to judge the Buddhist tradition? (I have encountered both views in my years of lecturing on this subject.) My reply to the first criticism is twofold. On the one hand, these ancient texts — as evident from the meeting with the Dalai Lama — have an enduring influence on Buddhist traditions to this day. On the other hand, I have a personal love of this literature and continue to find in it a great deal that both challenges and nurtures me. So I have a personal stake in how these texts are understood and used (and in how they are misunderstood and misused). In response to the second criticism, I can only point to the fact that many of the classical authors with whom I struggle in this book were themselves scholars who criticized their own peers. The South Asian tradition has always encouraged reasoned argumentation and even polemical exchange. This is sufficient warrant (if any is necessary) to justify a scholar’s frank assessment of the classical tradition.


Having said that, and as the reader will soon see, not all of my judgments are of a negative sort. Ancient Buddhist writings have much to contribute to contemporary conversations about sexuality. Let me mention one salient example. Despite the important contributions of European and American theory to the study of sexuality, these interventions stop short of questioning the givenness of sexual desire, which is seen as an invariable aspect of human nature deriving from our relational embodiedness — so much so, in fact, that desire sometimes becomes definitional of the human, and its absence, by implication, the hallmark of the nonhuman, or worse, of the inhuman. Most of the texts explored in these pages belong to an ascetic tradition that challenges the innateness of desire; many of them also elaborate techniques for its eradication. Nāgārjuna (second century) captures this view through a metaphor, “Pleasure comes from scratching an itch, but being devoid of the itch is an even greater happiness. And so it is with the pleasures derived from worldly desires: the real pleasure is to be devoid of desire.”17 Whatever one might think of the possibility or value of an “itchless” life, and whatever one’s opinion about the efficacy of the techniques elaborated by Buddhists to achieve it, these questions are worth contemplating. Ancient Buddhist literature brings these issues into high relief and, if for no other reason, is worthy of our attention. In some instances, therefore, this book challenges certain assumptions, found in the classical texts, about the human body, gender norms, sexual desire, and the ethical status of certain forms of sex. In other cases, it turns the Buddhist mirror on contemporary life, seeking to make our worldview — whether we call it modern or postmodern — a little less self-­evident. I take this twofold movement — the reading of Buddhist texts in light of contemporary critical practices, and the reading of our contemporary world in light of Buddhist insights — to be one of the chief characteristics of Buddhist theology. Even if this book is not principally theological, there are times when the reader will encounter theological interventions in its pages. Although my intended audience, even in these instances, is broader than just a Buddhist one, I hope that this discussion will serve as a catalyst for new conversations among Buddhists on the subject of human sexuality.


Despite being conceived as a broad study of sexuality in South Asian Buddhism, several cautionary words are in order, lest the reader inappropriately generalize or extrapolate from the research presented here. (1) This book refers to a wide variety of texts from a broad swath of the Indian and Tibetan tradition written over many centuries, but despite such breadth, it makes no claim to completeness. So lector beware: this is not the final word on the subject. (2) Case in point, this book focuses almost exclusively on South Asian exoteric Buddhism. The esoteric or tantric tradition (including the practice of sexual yoga) is rarely mentioned, and when it is, these discussions are brief. Several other studies have touched on Buddhist tantric sexuality,18 but a broad scholarly study of this important topic has yet to appear in print. In any case, the reader will not find much on tantra in these pages. (3) This book focuses almost exclusively on literary works. Religious texts, as I have mentioned, use a variety of rhetorical strategies to give an air of naturalness and inevitability to their conclusions. They also make it seem as though people believed and put into practice the norms that the texts preached. When nonspecialists encounter these works for the first time, it has been my experience that they sometimes fall into their rhetorical trap, extrapolating from texts to culture and assuming that the texts are accurate portrayals of Buddhist societies as they once were, and even as they still are. Needless to say, this is an error. One can imagine a study of sexuality in Buddhist cultures that focuses not on what texts preach but on the way people lived their lives, not just in the ancient period but also in contemporary Buddhist societies. Indeed, such an approach to the study of Buddhism and sexuality is found in some contemporary ­scholarship — from the snippets in the early anthropological archive known as the Human Relations Area Files (HRAF) down to contemporary ethnographic studies.19 But ancient texts rarely yield incontrovertible knowledge about the way people lived their lives. More often than not, they paint ideal pictures of what life should be like, and we cannot assume that these ideals ever trickled down into culture. Hence when a texts tells us that adultery, oral sex, and masturbation are sins and that good Buddhists refrain from such acts, we cannot assume that ancient Buddhists followed these moral guidelines. Indeed, the opposite might well be true, for why else proscribe an action unless it was being practiced. Ancient texts do provide us with important glimpses of social life, but the way from texts to life “on the ground” is never straightforward, and conclusions are rarely apodictic. (4) The texts that are the subject of this volume were almost entirely written by monks. These authors’ identity as male celibates undoubtedly influenced their views of sexuality. People sometimes assume that what celibate monks have to say about sex can be totally dismissed: What do they know about the subject? Although there is no denying that these authors’ identity (as men and monks) colored their views of sexuality, it does not overdetermine them, nor is it a justification for dismissing them. To claim that someone can write only about what they “are” — for example, that you have to be actively sexual to write about sex — is a slippery slope to scholarly solipsism.20 If that were true, it would mean that we could not meaningfully understand or write about cultures far removed from us in space and time, including, of course, the culture of ancient celibates. (5) Though the texts we explore agree on many points, I do not want to give the impression that there is unanimity in the Buddhist sources. In fact, part of the goal of this book is to point out contradictions and fissures in the literature where these exist. These gaps teach us a great deal. But for the record, let me emphasize that there is no such thing as the Buddhist view of sexuality, even when one restricts oneself, as I do, to a relatively circumscribed period, cultural area, and literary corpus (premodern South Asian Buddhist doctrinal texts). So please be on guard, especially when, in some of my more effusive moments, you see me generalizing about “Buddhism.” Although I often use the term in the singular, the word “Buddhism,” as Bernard Faure has observed, is irreducibly plural and multivocal.21 There may be no escaping the plural (Buddhisms), but that will not stop me from indulging in the artifice of the singular (Buddhism), leaving the reader to supply from context the limits of the claims being made. (6) Finally, let me say something about the translation of terminology. Pāli, Sanskrit, and Tibetan technical terms rarely (if ever) map neatly onto English equivalents. This will not stop me from translating these terms. These translations always have their own specific (and often complex) connotations in the English language, and readers should not assume that these same nuances are implied by the original Sanskrit or Tibetan word. Case in point is the word paṇḍaka, which, following Leonard Zwilling, I translate as “queer” — or “queer man,” or “queer people,” depending on context. Paṇḍaka/queer is a gender, the third gender. It is also a class of people who are deemed deviant by virtue of their nonnormative bodies or desires. It would be wrongheaded, however, to assume that paṇḍaka/queer refers to “gay people,” much less to a social movement that appropriates a term of derision (queer) to designate its identity. The Austrian philosopher Lugwig Wittgenstein claimed that we understand the meaning of words by seeing them used. I advise readers not to come to too quick a judgment about what a translated term means until they have seen it used a number of times in different contexts. So much for caveats.


This book is organized around five basic themes: cosmology, desire, gender, deviance, and ethics. Chapter 1 explores the Buddhist cosmology of sex in both its temporal and spatial dimensions. Here the reader will find some of the most important Buddhist myths about the origins of sexuality and descriptions of the sexual life of the different beings that inhabit the Buddhist cosmos, from the gods of the heavens down to the denizens of hell. Like all of the chapters, this one also reflects on several broader themes: the relationship of the Buddhist vision of the early cosmos to its understanding of reality as undifferentiated or unelaborated, the mimetic relationship of the life of the first humans to the monastic way of life, and the historical relationship of the hell literature to the Indian legal texts. Chapter 2 focuses on desire. Although Buddhist literature never elaborates a theory of sexual desire as such, it is possible to piece together such a theory from different sources. The chapter also discusses a number of related topics: the relationship of desire to bodily states and to a person’s psychic makeup or personality, the place of prostitution in the broader South Asian cultural landscape, and so forth. It concludes with a critical assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of the Buddhist theory of sexual desire. The next three chapters also focus on desire, but from the vantage point of the techniques that Buddhist ascetics used to control it. Chapter 3 deals with monasticism and the practice of celibacy. It also discusses the nature and function of vows and why monasticism sometimes works and sometimes fails. Buddhist scholastic thinkers categorize their diverse forms of meditation into two broad types: techniques that emphasize concentration and those that use analysis. Analytical forms of meditation are, in turn, of two types: techniques that employ antidotes to specific mental afflictions and those that use deconstructive analysis to arrive at an understanding of reality, the antidote to all afflictions. Chapter 4 focuses on several of these techniques: concentration, the contemplation on the foulness of the body, and equanimity. The chapter concludes with a comparison of the control of desire in the Buddhist and Hellenistic traditions. In chapter 5, we turn to the deconstruction of desire elaborated in the Middle Way (Madhyamaka) tradition. Gnosis, the understanding of emptiness or reality, is said to solve the problem of the “mental afflictions” once and for all, and for this reason is touted as the most powerful countermeasure to desire. Chapter 5 works through some examples of the Madhyamaka deconstruction of desire and its object. It also explores a number of related themes, like Mahāyāna antinomianism, and the question of whether there is any room in the Buddhist tradition for the appreciation of beauty. Chapter 6 is a transitional chapter that explores the notions of “biological sex” and “gender” and their relationship to sexual desire. How do the classical texts understand the words male, female, and queer? What role do these categories play in the Buddhist understanding of human sexuality? That chapter also examines the gendered nature of sex (how some texts depict sexuality differently for men and women) as well as the doctrine of the male and female “sex faculties” (indriya), one of the most interesting theoretical expositions of biological sex, gender, and sexuality in Buddhist literature. Chapter 7 focuses on the important topic of sexual deviance. How are people with nonnormative bodies and desires depicted and categorized in Buddhist and non-­Buddhist Indian texts? What do such visions of queerness tell us about what it means to be a “real” man or woman? The eighth and final chapter explores the subject of sexual misconduct, charting the complex history of this doctrine over a period of some 1,500 years. A major shift in Buddhist attitudes about lay sexuality occurs in the third century, and chapter 8 also suggests some of the reasons for this shift. The chapter concludes by reflecting on the implications of this historicized reading of sexual misconduct for contemporary Buddhist sexual ethics. In the epilogue, we return to some of the concerns of this introduction, especially to the question of the role that ancient Buddhist doctrines play in contemporary Buddhist societies. In this context, we consider the case of Laura/Michael Dillon, the first female-­to-­male postoperative ­transsexual, whose life represented one of the most interesting contemporary challenges to the ancient Buddhist norms.


Every book is an exercise in interdependence. No book is therefore complete without acknowledging the fortuitous causes and conditions that led to its creation. Gaston Bachelard argues that the poetic imagination is the byproduct of reverie “conducted in the tranquility of the day and in the peace of repose.”22 Reverie is also, I believe, what drives scholarship — what allows scholarly ideas to take shape in the mind and to make their way onto the page. I am grateful for the peace of repose made possible by generous sabbatical leaves from my home institution, the University of California, Santa Barbara, and by a course relief grant from the UCSB Interdisciplinary Humanities Center. My colleagues Roger Friedland and Vesna Wallace graciously allowed me to vet an early version of this work in a course that we cotaught in 2004. I used later iterations of the work in doctoral seminars that I taught in 2011 and 2014. The book was also the basis for an intensive weekend workshop that I offered at Maitripa College in 2010. Portions of this research were also presented in the form of lectures at various conferences and universities over the course of many years. For their valuable feedback, I am grateful to all the participants in these classes and lectures, both colleagues and students. Many individuals throughout the years have contributed to this project — in fact, too many to mention — but it would be remiss of me not to acknowledge the special help and support of a few key colleagues who answered my questions, provided useful leads, references, and images, and have given me valuable feedback and encouragement. In addition to the anonymous reviewers of this book — whose comments were extremely helpful — these include Catherine Becker, Siglinde Dietz, John Dunne, Phyllis Granoff, Janet Gyatso, Michael Hahn, Roger Jackson, Birgit Kellner, Karma Lekshe Tsomo, Sara McClintock, Justin McDaniel, Petra Kieffer-­Pulz, Donald Lopez, Michael Raddich, Andy Rotman, Shane Suvikapakornkul, Michael Sweet, and Leonard Zwilling. I must also thank Mary Petrusewicz and David Kittelstrom, my editors at Wisdom Publications, and L. S. Summer, who prepared the index. Finally, my thanks to the UCSB graduate students who, over the years, have helped prepare the manuscript for publication: Rohit Singh, Joel Gruber, Adam Krug, James Brousseau, Nathaniel Rich, and especially Nathan McGovern. My heartfelt thanks to all of these individuals and institutions. Without your help, this book would have remained mere reverie.
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1. The Cosmology of Sex


Once you were one, but then you became two . . . 
Make the two one again; make male and female the same, 
so that the male is not male and the female not female . . . 
Therefore I say, if you are undivided, you will be filled with light, 
but if divided, you will be filled with darkness.


 — The Gospel of Thomas


We begin where many religions tell us it all begins, with the beginning of the world itself. Not every religion is concerned with cosmogony, but many do speculate about the origins and evolution of the world, and sex is often a part of these narratives. Even a religion like Buddhism that is skeptical about an absolute origin has rich cosmogonic traditions. Buddhist narratives of origins are quite different from those found in other religious traditions,23 but they are just as rich in sexual imagery, and so it is fitting to begin this study by exploring the Buddhist cosmogony of sex.


Religion and science, despite their vast differences, share many of the same concerns. Each has a lot to say about the origins of life, about the changes that have taken place in the bodies of living beings over time, and about the causes and consequences of such changes. When do living creatures become sexually differentiated? How are sexual differences expressed among the different species that inhabit our world? How do sexed bodies and sexual expression change over time? Religious traditions and the different branches of modern sciences have proffered answers to these questions in narratives as diverse as Genesis and evolutionary biology. Buddhist texts present us with their own unique perspectives.


Indian Buddhism inherited much of its cosmological worldview from the Brahmanical or “Hindu” tradition, but its doctrines and myths were also reactions to those traditions, challenging and reworking earlier cosmological ideas to fashion something quite distinctive. As Buddhism spread from its Indian homeland to the rest of Asia, it carried these cosmological traditions with it. The cultures that Buddhists missionized were not blank slates, however. These societies had their own origin myths. East and Southeast Asian societies absorbed Buddhist mythic elements into their cosmogonies, frequently alongside pre-­Buddhist origin myths. These indigenous myths have often survived to the present day syncretically interwoven with Buddhist narrative elements. For example, the Yuan and Mon people of Southeast Asia preserve a tale in which the first man and woman must resort to creating a third being — a neuter (napuṃsaka), who is neither male nor female — in order to stop the animal kingdom from dying away.24 Initially, these three human beings live polyamorously. They apparently have sexual relations with each other and give birth to three children — male, female, and neuter. Over time, however, the woman becomes more attached to the man and begins to ignore the neuter. The neuter gets jealous and kills the man, committing the first act of murder. Within a generation, only men and women survive, and neuters have altogether disappeared.25 This account intertwines pre-­Buddhist Yuan/Mon cosmogonic beliefs with certain Buddhist and non-­Buddhist Indian elements. Although it was the canonical Pāli Buddhist cosmogony that eventually triumphed throughout most of Southeast Asia, achieving the status of orthodoxy among Buddhist elites, the pre-­Buddhist cosmogonies never disappeared. All of these traditions — Buddhist, Brahmanical, and indigenous — have mutually influenced one another throughout history.




[image: Image]


Figure 1. A three-­dimensional representation of the Buddhist cosmos. Stone carving, Yonghegong “Lamaist” Monastery, Beijing. Photo: J. Cabezón.





Buddhist cosmologies of sexuality can be grouped under two broad rubrics: spatial and temporal. The two are intimately intertwined in the literature, but for our purposes it is useful to conceptually disentangle them. There are many narrative and artistic depictions of the Buddhist universe (fig. 1). When space is the principal variable, the emphasis is on the distribution of sexed bodies and sexual practices in the universe. What kinds of sexed beings live where? How do these beings interact sexually with one another in the various realms they inhabit? The answer to these questions provides us with a spatial map of the Buddhist sexual cosmos. When time is the principal variable, the emphasis is on the changes that take place in sexed bodies and sexual practices over the course of different mytho-­historical periods. When and how did human beings become sexually differentiated? What causes human beings to awaken sexually and how does sex evolve over time? Temporal forms of analysis focus on the when rather than the where of sex. The spatial versus temporal distinction is not found in Buddhist literature. It is a distinction that we make as contemporary readers of these texts.


Religious myths of the origins of sex are seldom value neutral. Both temporal and spatial cosmologies are imbued with moral valences that reflect cultural and religious attitudes toward sexuality. For example, a temporal narrative may be generally positive: “Things are getting better.” Conversely, it could be value negative or neutral: “Things are getting worse,” or “Things are basically the same as they’ve always been.” Likewise, spatial forms of speculation may lead to positive, negative, and neutral assessments of sex: “Things are better here than they are elsewhere in the cosmos,” or “Our lot is worse,” or “Things are about the same everywhere.” These different judgments can exist, theoretically at least, in different combinations. Where do the Buddhist texts fall amid these various options? Exploring the Buddhist cosmological literature allows us to understand Buddhist views about where human beings have been sexually, where they are headed, and how their sexual lot compares with that of beings in other planes of existence.


The Temporal Dimension: The Origins of Sex


The Buddhist cosmogonic narratives we are about to examine are found in a series of Pāli and Sanskrit works dating to the first centuries of the Common Era, but as with many such texts, the material that they contain may be much earlier. The basic storyline found in these texts is very similar, suggesting strong intertextuality or mutual influence. They are tales about how the universe came into being and how human beings became embodied and sexual. This literature generally presumes that there is no single, first creation.26 Indeed, the very word “creation” is seldom used to describe the universe’s coming into existence. One of the earliest Buddhist cosmological narratives, found in the Pāli-­language Aggañña Sutta,27 employs the terms saṁvaṭṭati and vivaṭṭati — “passing away” and “coming into being,” respectively — to designate the creation and destruction of the world. Unlike the English verbs “to create” and “to destroy,” these Pāli verbs are intransitive. No transcendental agent (God) creates or destroys (verb) the universe (object). The universe’s cyclical destruction and reconstitution is, instead, a natural, causal process that does not involve the agency of a supreme being. As the Kośalokaprajñapti states, “The destruction, reconstitution, and persistence of the world is due to the changing karma of sentient beings. No one else is responsible.”28


According to our texts, the world comes into being and passes away over and over in an endless cycle that has no beginning. However, the Aggañña Sutta tells us that at the end of a particular cycle all of the beings in a given human world die and are reborn into a kind of heavenly realm called the Radiant (Ābhassara). After the eviction of its inhabitants, the human world is destroyed. A long time passes, and the human realm reemerges as a world of water. The beings of Ābhassara then die and are reborn into the newly reconstituted human world, repopulating it. However, the human beings who reinhabit the world (our world) have undergone a transformation. They are now as highly evolved as they were in their previous Radiant homeland. Although considered human, they have perfect physical bodies “made of mind” (manomaya),29 they do not eat ordinary food, surviving instead on rapture or joy (pītibhakkha), and they are self-­luminous (sayampabha). Most important for our purposes, these beings have no sex: they are “neither male nor female” (na itthipuma). They are, as the text states, “beings who are just beings” (sattā sattātveva).


These androgynous (or, more accurately, neuter) creatures maintain their ethereal, sexless form for a very long time, but eventually a kind of “earth essence” begins to form over the water, and one of the beings, “greedy by nature” (satto lolajātiko), decides to taste it and develops a tremendous craving for it. (Note that it is greed or craving for food that is, as it were, the original sin at the beginning of a given world cycle.)30 Other beings follow suit, and this causes them all to lose their natural luminescence. In the absence of this kind of light, the sun, moon, and stars appear. Over time, the feasting causes the early humans to again develop gross physical bodies (kāya), some more beautiful than others, which in turn leads to arrogance and pride (the second sin). When this occurs, the “earth essence” disappears, and suddenly a new food, “fragrant earth,” arises. As their pride increases, the fragrant earth too disappears and creeping plants (badālatā) take their place, and when these disappear, rice (sāli) begins to grow. As the beings eat each of these foods, their bodies grow progressively coarser, their differences become more pronounced, and pride in their bodies increases.


It is the eating of rice, the symbol of true food, that causes sexual differentiation: “female organs appeared in females, and male organs in males” (itthiyā ca itthiliṅgaṃ paturhosi, purisassa ca purisassa liṅgaṃ). Men and women now begin to contemplate one another “very closely,” mutual desire begins to “burn in their bodies,” and some of them start to copulate (methunam dhammam pañisevante). Those who have sex are reviled and ostracized by those who practice restraint, to the point where the sexual humans are prohibited from entering villages and towns for a period of up to two months after they have copulated.31 This leads the sexually active cohort to hide their actions: they create privacy by building huts. The text then explains that sex, which at that time was considered immoral (adhamma), “is today considered moral” (dhamma). The rest of the sutta goes on to explain in great detail how both the beings and the world continue to degenerate through successive stages of moral and social de-­evolution.


Another version of this tale is found in an Indian Abhidharma text called A Teaching about the World (Lokaprajñapti).32 The Lokaprajñapti’s narrative is very close to that of the Aggañña Sutta, but not identical. Like the Aggañña Sutta, it emphasizes the radically undifferentiated quality of the world when it first forms. There is no sun or moon, no day or night, and therefore no temporal differentiation — that is, no passing of time. Beings also lack a certain degree of differentiation. Not only are they sexless, but they all have a single name as well, Sentient Being.33 The Lokaprajñapti portrays the initial eating of the “earth essence” as an almost random act on the part of one of the beings rather than as an instance of greed or desire. As in the Aggañña Sutta, others imitate the first eater, and their attachment to food causes their bodies to become more gross. This leads to the loss of their natural radiance, to the creation of the sun and moon, and to the beginning of the passage of time. The next stage is not so much the differentiation of bodies into beautiful and ugly, but rather (if taken literally) the onset of racial differentiation — “differences in the color of the beings” (*su/durvarṇa, kha dog bzang ngan). Those who eat less of the earth essence retain a more beautiful hue. Racial differentiation leads to racial tensions: “You, Sentient Being! My color is more beautiful than yours!” This causes the earth essence, the first food, to disappear, which leads, in turn, to the first communal crisis: “What will serve as food now that this substance has vanished?” The crisis is naturally resolved, as in the Aggañña Sutta, by the appearance of the next and slightly coarser food substance, which arises suddenly on its own. This same pattern is repeated with the emergence and disappearance of various increasingly coarser foods until we come to rice. As in the Aggañña Sutta, it is the ingestion of rice that leads to sexual differentiation (dbang po tha dad par gyur):




Some had male organs, and some female organs. Those who had male organs and those who had female organs stared at each other, and the more they stared, the more attached they became, and the more attached they became, the less shame they had, and the less shame they had, the more they “engaged in what was wrong.” (10b)





The lack of shame as an intermediary between sexual desire and the sexual act, which we find in this text, is missing in the Pāli version.34 The Pāli version of the story explicitly mentions sex (methuna), but the Lokaprajñapti does so using a euphemism: “they engaged in what is wrong” (*vipratipannaḥ, log par zhugs pa) — in what was prohibited, forbidden, or went against the norm.35 It is as if by the time that the Lokaprajñapti was written — perhaps in the second century CE — monks were already feeling a reticence to speak clearly and directly about matters of sex.


As in the Aggañña Sutta, the beings who engage in sex are pelted with dirt and derided: “Evil and foolish sentient being, how is it possible for sentient beings to ‘defile’ (*duṣ, sun ’byung ba) one another in this way?”36 But eventually, of course, sex becomes the norm, so that again, “what was previously considered immoral (chos ma yin pa) is, among people today, considered moral (chos), and what was previously considered unethical is today praised. That is how those sentient beings seized and set out on the path of sin and unholiness.”37 Those committed to the sexual path then segregate themselves and begin to set up households: “‘Let the two of us set up house here,’ and this is the origin of ‘households’ (khyim).” There is no mention of setting up households to hide the sexual act. The Lokaprajñapti then proceeds to explain how laziness leads to the hoarding of rice, to robbery, and to the origins of government as a way of controlling theft. In the Lokaprajñapti, then, the beings and their universe devolve as the result of (1) attachment to the food (but only after first eating it), (2) pride over their superior color, (3) lack of shame in regard to sex, and (4) laziness (not wanting to cut the rice they needed each day).


Similar accounts are found in other Buddhist scriptures.38 We will examine only one more, the Kośalokaprajñapti, a canonical work distinct from the Lokaprajñapti. This text reiterates much of what we find in the Aggañña Sutta and Lokaprajñapti, with some slight (though interesting) variations. Since the passage is short, I provide the translation in its entirety to give readers a feeling for these works.




Those who live at the beginning of the aeon can live for up to eighty thousand years. At that time, all the beings eat meditation as their food. They are self-­luminous, there being no sun or moon. They are not exceedingly affected by attachment, anger, or delusion. Nor are there rulers, etc., nor men and women. All those creatures are born miraculously. They lack the notion that they are sentient beings, nor do they have the pride of “I” or “mine.” There are also no lower beings, like hell beings, hungry spirits, or animals in the world at that time. Even though these beings die, they are reborn only into a higher and never into a lower state. They float wherever they want to go.


But then, complacent from possessing such qualities, those sentient beings become lazy about meditation. This causes the food that is meditation to disappear, and owing to the karma of those sentient beings, they begin to eat a very delicious compound of flavors, the essence of earth. Nourishing themselves on this, their bodies become heavy and coarse. Their radiance gradually vanishes, and because of the darkness that ensues, owing to the karma of sentient beings, light appears so as to counteract the darkness. Then, becoming exceedingly attached to that delicious earth cream, that too vanishes, and they come to possess different kinds of earth cakes of various flavors. Being exceedingly delicious, they eat and cultivate them. Then, owing to their mental state — which comes from their attachment to these cakes — they too disappear, and delicious plants (ldum bu) begin to grow. They become attached to these as well, and these too disappear, until fine wild rice begins to grow.


From eating that rice, male and female sexual organs emerge, and shame (lajjā, bla tsa) also arises to varying degrees. Owing to men’s and women’s latent predisposition for desire and so on, they lose their independence (rag las mi rten pa’i yid) and become flustered by desire and attachment, as a result of which they pair up and cohabit. Living in this way, they reap enough rice for two and three days. Then they accumulate enough for four and five days, enough for a week, enough for a month. This gives rise to the root of the nonvirtue of greed, until, as the result of the sin of mutual infatuation, the rice ceases to grow [on its own]. Through the power of greed, thoughts of “I” and “mine” arise. The fields are divided up into “mine” [and those of “others”], and there arises the practice of planting seeds and of plowing. Rice grows well in the fields of those who have merit and grows poorly in the fields of the sinful. The ones with the bad fields then steal the good fields, and the sin of theft arises, and from this the first case of poverty.39





The Kośalokaprajñapti identifies the first sin not as the desire for food, but rather as laziness in the practice of meditation. Food comes into existence only as a replacement for meditative food that had previously nourished the beings. Regardless of the order of the sins in these different narratives, it is laziness, attachment to food, and pride that always precede sexual desire. In none of them is sex ever the “original sin.”


One or a combination of these works — the Aggañña Sutta, the Lokaprajñapti, and the Kośalokaprajñapti — probably served as the source for the cosmogonic views of the fourth-­ or fifth-­century Indian Buddhist classic, the Treasury of Metaphysics (Abhidharmakośa), written by Vasubandhu, who also composed an Autocommentary (Bhāṣya).40 Vasubandhu’s account of the origins of sexuality is almost identical, although more abbreviated:41




Then they ate the rice, and, since it was exceedingly coarse, their bodies changed in accordance with the cause — [that is, in accordance with the coarse food they were eating]. That is why they developed human excretory tracts, and why they became endowed with male and female faculties (strīpuruśendriya, pho mo’i dbang po). They also developed different shapes (saṃsthāna, dbyibs). From looking at one another, and from their previous habits, they were then seized by the crocodile of misconception. Lustful desires arose in them in exceedingly large measure, and they then engaged in what is wrong. That is how the beings of the desire realm became enthralled with the demon of desire.42





Vasubandhu’s Autocommentary then explains that a being of “lazy disposition” introduces the notions of “food” and “property” into society. With this comes theft, which in turn brings about the need for government and a legal system. Lifespans continue to decrease43 until the world reaches an apocalyptic age in which humans have a lifespan of only ten years and are “full of forbidden cravings and slaves to desire.”44 This leads to various plagues and famines, and eventually to the destruction of the world, which begins the cycle anew.


The storyline of how human beings “get sex” should by now be abundantly clear, but several additional points are worth highlighting. The first has to do with the broader context of these tales. The sexual embodiment and differentiation of human beings at the beginning of a cosmic cycle is but one aspect of a more general movement away from uniformity and toward greater differentiation. Indeed, these cosmological tales are largely explanations of a devolution from a primordial state of almost total homogeneity into one of differences: physical, temporal, psychological, racial, economic, social, and political. The primordial world is a flat, uniform world of water: no mountains, no trees, nor landscape of any kind. If time exists — and some of the narratives tell us that it does not — there is no awareness of it. The beings of the early universe may be nominally individuated, but they have no sense of being different from one another. In that primordial state there are no racial differences, no class hierarchies, no castes, no economic disparities, and no government or laws (no rulers and no subjects). This peaceful, utopian state of utter uniformity and radical equality is a trope for reality itself.


In a quite different register, later Buddhist texts often describe reality in precisely these terms. For example, Nāgārjuna (second century) begins his most important work, the Stanzas on the Middle Way (Madhyamakakārikā), with the claim that reality is the “quieting of manifoldness or diversity” (prapañcopaśama). The Mahāyāna doctrine that everything is of a single taste (ekarasa), that reality is a state of equality (samatā), that the final nature of things is nondual (advaya), are all variations on this theme. The Great Treatise on the Perfection of Wisdom (Mahāprajñāpāramitā Śāstra), attributed to Nāgārjuna, states that buddhas perceive no variety or diversity (nānātva) because “diversity is duality (dvaya) and duality is a wrong view.”45 The cosmological narratives are pointing to this same truth allegorically: a universe that starts out uniform and peaceful ends up differentiated and in turmoil. Sexual differentiation is just one facet of this devolution. The cosmological narratives are in part mythic accounts of the origins of sex — that it takes two to tango — but there is also a broader message: that it takes twoness to devolve and to suffer. Division, as the Gospel of Thomas states, is darkness, and unity is light.


These Buddhist cosmogonic narratives are also stories about the loss of independence. The beings that populate the world at the beginning of the age have superior bodies that, being “made from mind,” are neither conceived through intercourse nor born from wombs. Initially these creatures require no physical food, living instead on the joy of meditation; they also have no sexual partners. They are therefore totally independent and self-­sufficient, requiring no one and nothing external to themselves to be born, to subsist, and to flourish.


The first sin, as we have seen, is either laziness or the desire for food. Each of the subsequent stages of degeneration is also the result of a negative mental state: jealousy, pride, greed, and so forth. However, it is the desire for and ingestion of food — a substance external to the self — that causes the body to become coarser, leading (in some versions of the story) to the need for organs of excretion. The connection between food and sex is found throughout Buddhist literature.46 Although orgasm triumphs as the greatest pleasure achievable by human beings, who live in the desire realm (kāmadhātu), the pleasure derived from eating is always a close second.47 In any case, according to Vasubandhu, the initial function of the organs is not sexual but excretory.48 The organs of excretion become sexual, as it were, only when the first humans begin to stare at one another, an act that awakens in them sexual memories from past lives. It is interesting that the Kośalokaprajñapti does not explicitly mention copulation at this point, emphasizing instead the beings’ loss of independence. Their need to be with one another leads them to pair up, to cohabitate, and to depend on one another.49


The Aggañña Sutta and the Lokaprajñapti, unlike the Kośalokaprajñapti and the Abhidharmakośa, go into great detail about the social repercussions of sex: the copulators become outcastes. But interestingly, the Aggañña Sutta and Lokaprajñapti also seem to understand that the androgynous, celibate state could not last forever, as if the universe already contains within it the seeds of its own demise. Even if celibacy is the ideal or norm at the beginning, when beings are still uncorrupted, and even if sex is a departure from that norm and therefore immoral by the standards of that early age, eventually sex becomes the accepted norm and is no longer considered immoral. The fact that the moral status of sex changes is significant. It implies that the authors of these texts believed that sexual mores, and even the moral status of sex itself, could change.


It is arguably easier to notice what is present in these mythic accounts of the origins of sexuality than to discern what is absent. What is absent, at least from our perspective as readers of these works, is, first, any reference to procreation.50 This is significant, for it reflects, I maintain, a general Buddhist refusal to reduce sexuality to its reproductive function.51 That humans and animals procreate by having sex is not, of course, unknown to the Buddhist sources,52 but most texts simply do not see procreation to be the main purpose of sex. This is partly attributable to what Bernard Faure calls Buddhism’s antinatalist stance.53 “Birth,” as we shall see in the next chapter, is one of the “twelve links of dependent arising,” a philosophical elaboration of the causal process of suffering. In addition to being inextricably associated with suffering, there are also many accounts of the pain of gestation and birth. Birth is considered painful not only for the child but also for the mother and even for the father, who is then “fettered” by his duties as a parent. Indeed, the Buddha named his son Rāhula (Fetter)! Children are seen as fettering their parents because they impede the religious life, epitomized by the life of an independent, wandering ascetic. For all of these reasons, then, it is not surprising that many Buddhist texts through the ages should have been ambivalent about bringing new life into the world.54 Whether or not the cosmological narratives’ silence about procreation is due to skepticism about begetting new life, the fact remains that none of these works refer to procreation, implying that they considered sex to be principally for pleasure and not for reproduction.55


Also absent in these narratives is any notion of “romantic love” as the affect that accompanies or motivates sex. Sex is not — as it is in some strands of Hellenistic thought — idealized as the physical expression of the desire for metaphysical wholeness, the union of two incomplete and complimentary parts. The Kośalokaprajñapti, a work that portrays the newly sexed beings as setting up house together, appears to imply a notion of “companionate love,” but this would be a misreading, since the motivation for cohabitation is identified either as mutual infatuation (that is, lust) or the desire to escape the censure of others. In any case, the desire for companionship is nowhere mentioned here. That same text also reminds us of the price to be paid for setting up house together: the loss of independence. The complex relationship between sex and love is explored more fully later. For now, it is enough to point out the absence of romantic love in these narratives.


The cosmogonic narratives are also relatively unconcerned with establishing male privilege or authority. Once society devolves to the point where there is a need for law, a sovereign is appointed, and this individual is male (a king), but up to that point there are no gender differentiated roles of any kind — perhaps because procreation is not a part of these narratives — or any hint that the relationship between men and women is anything but egalitarian.56


Finally, although the cosmological tales inform us that sexual differentiation takes place at this time, and although it is quite clear that the now sexually differentiated beings begin to have sex with one another, the accounts are silent about who does what with whom. One can, perhaps, assume that these early humans are having penile-­vaginal intercourse, but that of course is just an assumption. Perhaps when these newly sexual beings first began to stare long and hard at one another, there were a few women staring at other women and a few men staring at other men. But that too, of course, is an assumption.


Sexed Bodies and Sexuality in the Higher Realms of Existence


Like most religious cosmologies, Buddhism envisions a universe that is vast — far more vast than the universe that is visible to human beings. That immense universe is arranged hierarchically. The lower realms contain more suffering, are more material, more diverse, less controlled, and more driven by mental afflictions like hatred, desire, and so on. The higher realms are successively less so. The lower strata of the universe are sexual, which is to say that they are the abodes of sexed beings, places where sexual desire is rampant and where sexual activity is widespread. The higher strata, by comparison, are less sexual or completely nonsexual.57 This structuring of the cosmos — where lower is equated with sexuality and higher with the lack of sexuality — is one of many ways in which Buddhist authors inscribe their misgivings about sexuality into their theologies.


Spatially, the universe is divided into three “realms” (dhātu): the desire realm (kāmadhātu), form realm (rūpadhātu), and formless realms (ārūpya-­dhātu) (fig. 2).58 The desire realm is the lowest of the three planes of existence, and is so called because the beings who live there (or, I should say, here) have a great desire for objects of the senses: for visible forms, sounds, tastes, smells, and tangible objects.59 There are six subrealms within the desire realm. Beginning from the lowest, and in order of increasing happiness (or decreasing suffering), these are the realms of hell beings, hungry ghosts, animals, humans, demigods, and the lower (desire-­realm) gods. The geographical center of the desire realm is a great mountain called Meru. Humans live on four continents arranged around Mount Meru. We live on the southern continent, Jambudvīpa. The demigods live at the base of the mountain, and the gods on its upper portions and in space above it. The gods of the desire realm are further subdivided into six classes. For our purposes, it is not necessary to go into detail about these different types of desire-­realm gods. Suffice it to say that of these six, the lowest two classes (called the gods of the heaven of the Four Great Kings, and the Thirty-­Three) live on the physical mountain; the other four live above it in space. All of the beings of the desire realm have physical bodies; all of them, with the exception of a class of biologically abnormal beings called “those without genitals,”60 have sexual organs; and all of them up to and including the gods of the Thirty-­Three use their sexual organs during sexual activity.61 The desire-­realm gods of the third through the sixth classes satisfy their desires in more “refined” ways. Gods (and indeed all beings) can be classified according to how they have sex.
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Figure 2. A stylized depiction of the Buddhist universe: Mount Meru, surrounded by the four continents, with the desire-­realm gods occupying palaces in the upper tiers of the mountain and the form and formless gods symbolically represented as pods in clouds above. From a mural at Labrang Monastery, Amdo, Tibet. Photo: J. Cabezón.







There are four types of [sexual] satisfaction. The first is the union of male and female organs. Hell beings, hungry ghosts, animals, humans, demigods and the first two types of the six types of gods of the desire realm gain satisfaction in this way. The next type of satisfaction is through embracing or holding hands. Among the gods of the desire realm, the third type [of god] is satisfied merely through embracing; the fourth is satisfied merely through holding hands. The fifth type of desire realm god is satisfied merely through smiling at another god and through laughing; and the sixth type is satisfied merely through looking at another god: through merely a mutual gaze, bliss is generated in each person’s mind, and it is satisfying. For humans, however, all of these methods are needed. We look at each other, laugh, hold hands, embrace, and copulate. If we do not have them all, we are not satisfied. Beings who have desire for any of these four types of union are called beings of the desire realm.62





All of the beings of the desire realm have physical bodies and all except the deviant have biological sex. All of them are also sexual, if by this we mean that they have the proclivity to seek sexual gratification in dependence on one another. But only the beings on or below the second of the desire-­god worlds are genitally sexual. Although the higher desire-­realm gods have sexual organs, they do not use them for sexual gratification. Moreover, the higher the class of gods, the more refined the sex they engage in — that is, the less contact required to achieve sexual satisfaction or orgasm.63 Finally, the gods of the Thirty-­Three (the second tier of gods) engage in coitus just as humans do. However, unlike humans, they do not emit semen, but only a kind of energy or wind.64


This belief — that higher spirits have more refined sex — is also a theme in Milton’s Paradise Lost. When Adam asks Raphael how angels make love, “by looks only, or do they mix irradiance, virtual or immediate touch?” Raphael answers:


Whatever pure thou in the body enjoy’st


(And pure thou were created) we enjoy


In eminence, and obstacle find none


Of membrane, joint, or limb, exclusive bars:


Easier than Air with Air, if Spirits embrace,


Total they mix, Union of Pure with Pure


Desiring; nor restrain’d conveyance need


As Flesh to mix with Flesh, or Soul with Soul.65


Milton’s version of heavenly sex presupposes Platonic and Neoplatonic notions of sexual love as the union of subjects (souls). Operating under a quite different set of assumptions, the Buddhist texts nonetheless arrive at a similar conclusion concerning what sex in heaven is like.


There is a certain amount of ambivalence concerning sex in the Buddhist cosmological narratives. On the one hand, the baseness of sexual activity is reflected in the spatial stratification of the universe: the higher beings are on the cosmological totem pole the less genitally sexual they are and the less physical their sexual activity needs to be. On the other hand, the gods of the desire realm — even the ones who require no physical contact and who achieve sexual satisfaction simply by smiling or looking at each other — nonetheless do experience sexual satisfaction. They have orgasms. The Buddhist narrative literature builds on this notion of heaven as a place of superlative sex by seducing its male readers with its portrayal of the incredible beauty of godesses and female spirits. In one such tale, the Buddha entices his half brother Nanda to leave his fiancée or wife and become a monk by transporting him to heaven and showing him the beauty of the apsara spirits, by comparison to which Nanda comes to see his wife as “a greedy female monkey whose ears and nose and tail have been cut off” (fig. 3).66 Sexual partners in these heavenly worlds are often portrayed as being there for the taking, as in the accounts of the gods who steal away the beautiful female demigods for their own sexual enjoyment. The message here is strangely sex-­positive, tempting the reader not only with the joys of a more refined sexuality but also with the promise of more bountiful sex in a future life, as if to say, “Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be reborn as a deity who has constant access to sexual partners, who can achieve orgasm simply by gazing into someone else’s eyes? Rebirth as such a god is available to anyone who lives a life of virtue in the here and now.”67 The irony, of course, lies in the fact that rebirth into such a sexually more rarified state requires that one cultivate virtue in large part through sexual restraint. Or, to put it more crassly, to be eligible for better sex in the future, one has to forsake it (or at least to radically curb it) in the here and now.68
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Figure 3. A frieze of the Nanda tale showing the Buddha and Nanda (upper right) floating above a heaven populated by beautiful female spirits. Nagarjunakonda, Andhra Pradesh, India. Third or fourth century CE. Photo: Catherine Becker with the permission of the Archeological Survey of India.





Taken together, these various doctrinal themes and tales suggest the use of sex as a lure or enticement to virtue.69 Human sexuality is low, base, and vulgar, but there is a more refined way of having sex that still produces pleasure and satisfies. The heavenly sex of the gods is superior for several reasons: partners are far more beautiful, they are plentiful, the sex itself requires much less effort (in the limit case, just a gaze), and even when genital contact is required, there’s no messy cleanup. On the one hand, then, the desire-­realm gods are more sexually aloof than humans, but this is a ruse because in reality they are just as sexual, as committed to pleasure as human beings, albeit in ways that require less physical contact and exertion.


It is understandable that desire-­realm gods should be portrayed as enjoying an orgiastic sexual life. Given that they live in a realm called “desire,” we should hardly expect them to turn their backs on the pleasures of sex. With the gods of the form realm, however, the situation is different. These gods have bodies, but they have no sexual “faculties.”70 They have desires, but not all of the desires of the desire realm. Does the absence of sex faculties (indriya, dbang po) imply the absence of sex organs (vyañjana, msthan) — that is, the absence of male and female genitals? Many sources do indeed understand the form-­realm gods to lack genitalia.71 The Lokaprajñapti states that the form and formless gods have no desire (’dod chags med).72 Other sources claim that form-­realm gods have desire for visible forms, for sounds and for objects of touch, but no desire for odors and tastes, since these latter two types of sense objects simply do not exist in the form realm.73 Even the texts that claim that form-­realm gods have desires, however, maintain that these gods have no sexual desire, nor do they, therefore, engage in sexual activity. Sexual misconduct is, for this reason, unknown in the form realm.74


The highest plane of worldly existence is the realm of the formless gods. These gods have no physical bodies, nor are they, for that matter, even aware of one another’s existence. Sexual desire and sexual activity are therefore totally absent in the formless realm.


How then are biological sex and sexual activity distributed throughout the universe? Simply put, they are found only in the lowest third of the cosmos: in the desire realm. Even in this realm, there is an implicit hierarchy regarding sexuality: the best sex is the one that requires the fewest senses, the least effort, and the smallest amount of physical contact. Human beings engage in a form of sexual activity that engages all of the senses, requiring a great deal of effort, intimate physical contact, and the release of impure fluids. For this reason human sex is considered relatively crass, and also dangerous, for, as we shall see later, the more the senses are stimulated by pleasure, the greater the danger of attachment.


Sex in the Hells


I came unto a place devoid of light,


wherein a ceaseless tempest of great force,


howling as does an ocean whipped by winds,


ravaged the spirits with its hellish strength,


hurling them to and fro against their will . . .


And then I gleaned that into such a storm


the sinners of the flesh had been condemned.


 — Dante, Inferno, Canto V75


From the heavens we now descend into the hells. Like the god realms, the hells are places where sentient beings are reborn owing to the power of their karma, in this case of their negative deeds. Neither the heavens nor the hells are permanent states, for once the karma of gods and hell beings has been used up, they die and are reborn elsewhere. Like the heavens, the hells are said to be tiered, with successively lower levels representing greater torment and lengthier periods of suffering, the retribution for successively more egregious sins. The notion of a “tiered hell” is found in both Buddhist and non-­Buddhist Indian literature.76 We now turn to the hell literature, one of the most interesting sites for the study of sexuality cosmology, to explore what it has to say about the karmic retribution for sexual sins (pāpa, sdig pa).


Hell is mentioned in early texts like the Pāli Divine Messengers Sutta (Devadūta Sutta).77 Significantly, the Devadūta Sutta speaks only about a single great hell, and although it mentions various types of tortures, it does not link those punishments to specific negative deeds. Another early Pāli scripture, the Sutta on the Effects [of Actions] (Vipāka Sutta),78 states that the sin of sexual misconduct leads to rebirth as a hell being, animal, or hungry ghost,79 but again, the text does not link different types of sexual misdeeds to specific hells or to individualized punishments. Such correspondences — the linking of specific nonvirtues to distinctive punishments in different hells — is found only in the hell literature that postdates these Pāli works. For example, The Scripture on the Benefits of the Five Trainings draws from works like the Vipāka Sutta, but goes one step further:




Oh monks, sexual misconduct should be considered as [dangerous as] a poisonous snake. It leads to rebirth in hell. It leads to rebirth in the realm of hungry ghosts. It leads to rebirth in the wombs of animals. The karmic results of sexual misconduct are horrific. Even after sexual sinners are reborn as humans, they will experience great suffering. That is why the Lord has said:




They are reborn as women for five hunded births


and also as paṇḍakas or queer men (ma ning).


They become horrible lepers . . .





Sexual sinners are injured [by others] and have numerous enemies over many lifetimes. They constantly live among unfriendly people. They experience suffering when they go to sleep and when they awake. They are constantly on the run. People harm them. Life after life they are continually reborn deformed, deaf, blind, and ugly. They enjoy fighting with one another and are bereft of joy. After they die, in their next life, they fall and are reborn into the Hell of Great Wailing, where they experience tremendous suffering by being cut to pieces and burned. Such is the karmic result of sexual misconduct.80





The Scripture on the Benefits of the Five Trainings therefore condemns sexual sinners to a specific hell and to precise punishments. Another transitional text, a Mahāyāna sūtra called An Explanation of the Causes and Results of Good and Evil, states:




Those who engage in various acts of sexual misconduct in this life will, in their next rebirth, enter the hell of flaming copper pillars; they will fall into the hell where beings have to lie on extremely hot platforms made of iron. Those who have many wives in this life will, in their next rebirth, fall into the hell where beings [are ground] in the iron mill.81





Here, adultery is seen as causing rebirth in specific hells where sinners will be punished according to their specific misdeeds. However, the descriptions of hell in both the Benefits of the Five Trainings and the Causes and Results of Good and Evil are brief, paling by comparison to the descriptions in the text we are about to examine.


The most detailed account of the hells in all of South Asian literature is found in the Scripture Establishing Recollection of the True Doctrine (Saddharmasmṛtyupasthāna Sūtra), a mammoth work, probably dating to around the fourth century CE.82 The Smṛtyupasthāna is an eclectic synthesis of early Buddhist, Abhidharma, and nascent Mahāyāna scholastic elements.83 As Daniel Malinowski Stuart has observed, it is a practice-­oriented text, outlining how the adept — here called a “yoga practitioner” (yogācāra) — should understand and internalize key Buddhist doctrines, especially the doctrine of karma. To this end, the sūtra describes in tremendous detail the specific results of a wide variety of sins, outlining how each action results in a unique rebirth and in specific punishments. The Smṛtyupasthāna is quoted in a variety of later Indian and Tibetan texts. For example, it is repeatedly cited in Śāntideva’s (fl. 685–763) Compendium of Instruction (Śikṣāsamuccaya),84 which, among other things, is a compilation and explanation of various scriptural passages. The Smṛtyupasthāna also became one of the most important canonical sources for the Tibetan tradition’s understanding of the hells.85


Like the earlier sūtras, the Smṛtyupasthāna states that sexual misconduct leads to rebirth in the three lower realms, and that when the sinners are eventually reborn as a human being, “they will have wives who are unfaithful, or will themselves become hermaphrodites (mtshan gnyis pa), or be denigrated by the world.”86 But in addition to general statements like this, the Smṛtyupasthāna elaborates a complex stratified geography of the hells and subhells, describing in nightmarish detail how each sexual misdeed is individually punished in specific hells and through specific punishments.87 As in Dante’s Inferno, the worse the sin, the lower the hell and the worse the punishment (chad pa). Punishments for sexual transgressions are often the transmogrified repetitions of the sinner’s prior deeds. As part of the desire realm, the hells are sexual places, but the type of sex we encounter there is different from that found elsewhere in the desire realm. Sex in the Smṛtyupasthāna’s hells is compulsive. Hell beings have no will to stop themselves from their actions. Hell sex is also thwarted sex. It never culminates in pleasure, much less in orgasm.88 Most important, it inevitably ends in some form of horrific torture, causing the sinner to experience forms of pain “beyond human comprehension.” Hell sex is also repetitive and cyclical, for even when thwarted and painful, the hell denizen is compelled, like Sisyphus, to repeat the same action over and over “for hundreds of thousands of years.”
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Figure 4. Detail of a drawing depicting the punishments of the third level of hell. Choejjin Lama Temple, Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. Photo: J. Cabezón.





Each of the Smṛtyupasthāna eight hot hells has sixteen distinct subhells. The sūtra locates sexual sinners principally in hot hell no. 3, “Compression” or “Crushing” (Saṃghāta)89 (fig. 4), and in hot hell no. 7, “Really Hot” (Pratāpana), the second-­worst hell. Sexual sinners, almost all of them men, experience in the various subhells of Saṃghāta and Pratāpana specific retributions that correspond to their particular sin.90 In Saṃghāta we find individualized subhells and unique punishments for men who engaged in oral or anal sex,91 in the rape of women,92 the anal rape of boys,93 bestiality,94 homosexual acts,95 incest with sisters,96 and masturbation.97 There are also subhells for individuals who, while monks, enjoyed a variety of forms of erotic self-­titillation.98 Śāntideva’s Śikṣāsamuccaya cites the Smṛtyupasthāna regarding these sinners, which include (1) monks who “emit semen” (aśuci muktam, khu ba ’chor bar ’gyur ba) — that is, who masturbate — while listening to “the singing, dancing, the sound of the bangles of women . . . or women’s laughter, play, and carousing,” (2) monks who intentionally dwell on their erotic dreams, and (3) monks who practice celibacy for the sake of obtaining a celestial nymph as a sexual partner in their next life.99 That there is a hell for monks who practice celibacy so as to gain access to heavenly sex partners shows us that although several early texts touted this as a reward for celibacy, other works saw it only as an expedient means to get young men to enter the monastic life. Once lured into the celibate life by this promise, it was expected that monks would leave behind their nymph lust and come to see the celibate life as a means to the much greater reward of emancipation. Just to make it perfectly clear that this is the case, the Smṛtyupasthāna creates a hell for those who fail to properly correct their motivation. All of these errant monks are punished in a subhell called Great Lotus (mahāpadma).100 The name of this hell is noteworthy since “lotus” is a common Indian euphemism for the female genitals.


The Great Lotus Hell is also, significantly, the destination of homosexuals, “men who inappropriately engage in sex with men.” Śāntideva tells us only that the sūtra describes “an infinite variety of punishments” for them, leaving it to his readers to imagine what these might be. The Smṛtyupasthāna does indeed describe the punishment of the male homosexual in typical gory detail.101 As soon as he is reborn in hell, he is grabbed by a man “whose hair and body are ablaze with fire and whose body is as hard as diamond.” The flaming hulk rips apart the sinner’s “major and minor appendages” and grounds him down to fine sand. The sinner then dies, and when he revives, out of fear of encountering his fiery lover again, he stumbles and falls, but instead of reaching the ground, he remains suspended in space. A murder of crows with flaming beaks then swarm him and peck away at his body until he is reduced to pieces “smaller even than mustard seeds.” Reviving once again in space, he continues his descent to earth, where he is eaten by foxes with flaming mouths. When there is nothing left of him except for his bones, he revives and is thrown into a pot and cooked alive.


Although Śāntideva omits the details of the punishment of homosexuals, he describes in great detail the fate of pedophiles, “those who engage in perverse sex with boys.” In the Great Lotus Hell, says Śāntideva, there is a river called the Turbulent River of Brine, a river “whose fish are hell beings, whose stones are bones, whose vegetation is hair, whose mud is flesh, and whose water is molten copper.” The pedophile witnesses boys being swept away in the river’s current. As the boys call out to him, he is overcome by great compassion, and “out of grief and sorrow for them, he plunges into the river.” Although horrific, such a narrative, as Leonard Zwilling has observed,102 is also tragic, eliciting a sense of pity for the sexual sinner, who is here depicted as motivated not by lust but by the desire to save the drowning boys. Śāntideva’s description of the pedophile’s punishment is almost identical to a punishment found in two earlier works: the Sūtrasamuccaya, a work attributed to Nāgārjuna, and the Smṛtyupasthāna.103 However, in both of these works this is the punishment not for pedophiles but for heterosexuals who engage in sexual misconduct with women. Hence, in both the Smṛtyupasthāna and the Sūtrasamuccaya, it is women, and not young boys, who float down the river. If the earlier version of this story is not about pedophilia but about adultery, why then did Śāntideva decide to transform it into an account of the punishment of pedophilia? Śāntideva, we know, had access to the Smṛtyupasthāna’s own account of the fate of pedophiles.104 Why didn’t he simply follow the sūtra’s treatment of this sin? What motivated Śāntideva to substitute the Smṛtyupasthāna’s treatment of the adulterer for that of the pedophile? I do not have a definitive answer to this question, but one thing is certain: Śāntideva’s depiction of the pedophile’s punishment reinforces heterosexual norms in a very interesting way. It does not take a great deal of imagination to see the River of Brine (Kṣāranadī) as a metaphor for the vagina, with its “stones that are bones, its vegetation that is hair, its mud that is flesh,” and its waters that are reddish in color.105 Virtual boys float in the river’s waters. Having eschewed the penetration of a woman’s vagina in his past life, the pedophile is now fated to thrust his entire body (as phallus) into the salty waters of the vaginal river. What motivates him is not a desire for the river/organ itself, but rather empathy for the illusory boys that float within it. His pedophilic emotions are thus used to lure him to discharge the duty that he should have completed while he was a man: the duty to heterosexually copulate. The pedophile’s punishment, therefore, might be seen as a punishment for the crime of failing to “save a little essence and apply it where it will do some good,” as the seventeenth-­century Chinese Buddhist writer Li Yu would put it when, in a very different time and place, he condemns sex with boys.106 Read in this way, Śāntideva’s modification of the pedophile’s punishment might be motivated by his desire to find a narrative more conducive to his ultimate goal of reinforcing heterosexuality.107
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Figure 5. A hell guardian pours molten metal into the mouth of a hell being. Miniature, perhaps of Mongolian origin. Courtesy Himalayan Art Resources, http://www.himalayanart.org/items/89705.





The punishments in all of Saṃghāta’s subhells are typical of the later hell-­narrative genre. Sinners are cut with swords and impaled by spikes; they have molten metals poured into various bodily cavities (fig. 5) and are attacked by insects and snakes; they are eaten alive, castrated, and burned to a crisp. I cite just a single passage, the punishment for oral and anal sex, to give readers a taste for the Smṛtyupasthāna’s rhetoric.




After they die, those who engaged in sexual misconduct by having nonvaginal sex — that is, oral and anal sex — will be reborn into the lower realms. They will be reborn in the [sub]hell called Blockage of All the Sense Organs. This is the pain that they experience: Their mouths are filled to the brim with pure fire. Molten red ­copper from an iron pot is poured into it . . . Next, they are devoured by black ants (markoṭa) with flaming mandibles. They are beaten and burned in the middle of eleven concentric circles of blazing fire. As they revive, they are once more burned. Flaming ants then swarm their eyes and fill their ears. Swords cut off their noses. Razors slice off their tongues. A shower of razors cuts their bodies. All of their sense organs experience tremendous suffering. Such is the pain that ripens as the result of these hell beings’ [past actions]. The suffering that they experience is overwhelming and cannot be compared with other forms of suffering from heat. It is unrivaled. Just as the light of the sun dwarfs the light of a lamp, in the same way should you infer the suffering of these hell beings; and just as the bliss of the gods is unrivaled, so too is the hellish suffering of these hell beings.108





The text goes on to discuss what troubles await these sinners even after they are reborn as human beings (for example, having wives intent on murdering them in various ways), but the main point of the text is to provide a detailed description of this subhell, where the punishment, as the hell’s very name implies, consists of blocking and destroying the very organs (the eyes, ears, tongue, etc.) that were once the sinner’s means of sensual stimulation. The punishments found in Saṃghāta are so extreme, and the pain that sinners experience so intense, that the reader is left wondering how any one punishment could be worse than any other. Thus, the Smṛtyupasthāna’s rhetorical excesses work against its ostensible goal of creating a hierarchy of punishment, for what more can be done to a sinner who is already experiencing a form of pain that is “unrivaled”? And yet the Saṃghāta is only the third hell. There are many more to go.


In the subhells of Pratāpana, we find many of the same sexual sins punished in Saṃghāta, but the sins in Pratāpana differ from those in Saṃghāta in two significant respects. (1) Pratāpana’s sinners attempt to justify their actions in some way (by insisting that they are not proscribed, for instance); they rejoice and revel in them109 or else they engage in them under the influence of “wrong views.” In each case, the sinners’ blatant disregard for accepted ethical norms functions as an aggravating condition that leads to their rebirth in this lower and purportedly more painful hell. (2) In several instances, however, it is not the attitude of sinners that causes them to be reborn in Pratāpana, but rather the special status of their victims. Whereas in Saṃghāta the social status of the victim is not usually specified, in Pratāpana, the victim is often identified as a pious or religious person — usually Buddhist, but sometimes as generically “holy.” These victims include Buddhist laywomen who maintain the precepts, novice nuns, and fully ordained nuns, but in a few cases the victim is a monk or an ascetic. It is the more “exalted” status of these individuals that causes the sin to be weightier, leading to rebirth in this lower hell.110


In Pratāpana we find men who had sex with pious nuns in flagrant disregard for the norms of society. They are thrown into giant fire pits and furnaces — they are suspended upside down, tortured with fire, and then abandoned in a pit to smolder and cook.111 Monks who seduced pious laywomen are also punished in Pratāpana. They are first burned and reduced to ash. After reviving, they are bound in burning chains from their feet up to their necks. This squeezes their blood into the upper part of their bodies, making it accumulate in their heads. When the head is pierced by the hell guardians’ spikes, the blood, “as hot as molten copper,” rushes out and burns the entire body.112 The man who rapes a pious laywoman (again, while offering some justification for his action) is punished in another of Pratāpana’s subhells. He is lured to gorgeous mountains and other beautiful landscapes, but each time he draws near to them, they transform and destroy him. At the end of these ordeals, he is seized by the hell guardians and “his buttocks are cut off with extremely sharp swords,” only to grow back again so as to permit the torture to continue for many hundreds of thousands of years.113 Another subhell is reserved for Buddhist women (laywomen or nuns) who lure monks into sex by plying them with liquor. This is one of the few instances in the Smṛtyupasthāna where women are explicitly portrayed as sexual agents. The seductress is skinned alive with sharp knives called “hulu,” and her bare, skinless body is splashed with boiling brine and then burned.114 In this section of the Smṛtyupasthāna we also find a fascinating description of the seduction of a monk by a laywoman. This seduction scenario is worth quoting in full:




Do to me whatever pleases you. If you don’t, Monk, I will announce, “This monk has had sex with me against my will,” and you will be severely punished by the king, or by the king’s court, or by my family. But if you agree [to have sex with me], I’ll provide you with plenty of food and drink. We’ll be happy together, and no one else need ever know. I will announce to the world that you are a really disciplined monk and tell them to offer you bedding, medicine, and many other things.115





The woman is successful in “making the monk fall from the true path.” Although women are frequently portrayed as temptresses in Buddhist literature, it is not that common to find such extended first-­person narrative depictions of women’s seduction of monks. In any case, when this particular woman, who is more of an extortionist than a seductress, is reborn in hell, she is seized by the hell guardians and squeezed out of her skin. Her flayed skin is then draped over her body and “she becomes young and intact again, but with an exceedingly ugly hue.” The hell guardians then seize her in their fiery iron teeth and cook her alive. When she revives, she sees a magical replica of her former monk-­lover and runs to him. He grabs her and then explodes into flame like a suicide bomber. When, after countless repetitions of this torment, she is finally reborn into the human realm, “she becomes a woman, a [low-­caste] sweeper-­woman, in one city after another, reviled by all the city dwellers; she is poor and ugly, with deformed limbs; her face elicits fear; she is disowned by parents and relatives.” Buddhism shares with other Indian traditions the view that the body is a mirror for past karma. Beautiful bodies are considered to be the result of past virtuous deeds, and, vice-­versa, ugliness and deformity the result of past sins.


Another of Pratāpana’s hells is reserved for men who, in the context of war, rape holy nuns — “nuns who have no mental afflictions.” As in much of the ancient world, it was a common practice in ancient India for the victors in battle to kidnap, enslave, or rape the losers’ women. This portion of the Smṛtyupasthāna signals that when an enemy city was plundered, Buddhist nuns (or at least holy nuns) were off limits. The men who disregarded this proscription were doomed to hell, where they are “tossed into a net whose diamond-­hard, razor-­sharp filaments cut all of their major and minor appendages wherever it touches them.” While in the net, the hell guardians shoot fiery arrows at them. Later they are allowed to flee and arrive at a giant gate. Once they enter, they realize, too late, that it is the mouth of “an extremely powerful snake that swallows and . . . grinds them to a fine dust.”116 Finally, we should mention the hell that awaits those who, under the influence of false religious views, take their younger sisters as sexual partners. The Smṛtyupasthāna specifically mentions, in this context, “brahmans, who have an evil tradition based on the belief that if one does not marry off a postpubescent girl,117 one obtains the same moral fault as killing a human being.” The sinner’s (the brahman’s) body is propelled into the air like a flaming arrow, his limbs are crushed, and if this does not exhaust his karma, he is burned on a flat iron surface.118 It is important to note that not all of Pratāpana’s sinners are sexual sinners, for Pratāpana is also the abode of monks and nuns who break their vows119 — for example, by drinking alcohol with the thought that this is acceptable.120 This is a reminder that some actions considered lesser infractions according to the monastic discipline are deemed exceedingly egregious by the compilers of this ancient text.


At last we arrive at the most painful hell, Incessant Torment (Avīci), a realm that, although ostensibly dedicated to punishing people who committed the five “heinous sins,”121 in fact is mostly inhabited by people who stole from monks or monasteries.122 The Avīci section begins, however, with a description of the retribution for sexual misconduct, here understood as simple adultery.123 It is strange to find adultery mentioned again in this worst of hells after so many other, more specific forms of sexual misconduct (like rape) have already been treated, but perhaps this tells us something about the Smṛtyupasthāna’s textual history, pointing to the existence of various historical strata that were not fully and consistently integrated.124 In any case, the Smṛtyupasthāna’s description of the punishment for adultery in Avīci, which is also mentioned in Śāntideva’s Śikṣāsamuccaya and alluded to in other works, is interesting and deserves our attention. The man who takes other men’s wives as sexual partners is reborn in a region of Avīci called False Perceptions. The name is significant because, as we shall see, all sexual attraction is said to be based on false perceptions, especially the perception of the foul body as a thing of beauty. Once reborn there, the hell-­man sees the women with whom he committed adultery, but like the pedophile’s boys, the women are not real. They are mere mental fabrications, “women who are the result of his karma.” The law of karma dictates that actions performed in past lives are repeated in future ones, but like dreams, karma is nonlinear, and so prior actions are transformed, contorted, and exaggerated before they are reenacted. In the present case, the false perception of women’s beauty is, through the workings of karma, both repeated and transformed. In hell, the women that appear to the adulterer are doppelgängers of his past lovers. Just as the sinner, while he was human, failed to see through the illusion of women’s beauty, the now reborn hell-­man does not realize that the objects of his desire are figments of his own imagination. Believing the hell-­women to be real, the sinner is overcome not just by ordinary desire but also by “a burning passion” that is the consolidation of all his sexual desire “from time immemorial.” This is the principle of karmic amplification at work. He runs toward his former lovers, but when he reaches them, they transform into robot-­like women made of iron,125 seizing and devouring him until there is nothing left “bigger than a mustard seed.” This illustrates the principle of karmic reversal. In hell, the adulterer’s past pleasure is transformed into pain, and not just any pain, but the pain of being eaten alive. His previous sexual “consumption” of women’s bodies comes back to haunt him in an exaggerated and literal reversal: it is now he who is consumed, and not simply consumed sexually or figuratively, but literally; and not partially, leaving behind a spent yet fulfilled body, but entirely and with his desire still intact.126 Once devoured, the sinner revives, only to be eaten anew. The pain he experiences as a result of being devoured, the text states, pales by comparison to the pain of his unfulfilled desire, which is so powerful that its lack of fulfillment is a greater torment than death at the hands of the cyborg cannibal women.127 The narrative, however, does not end there, for the metallic women seize the hell-­man anew, and their bodies begin to radiate heat until the couple is engulfed in flame. The seventh-­century Buddhist poet Candragomin describes this in a way that invokes the image of a fireworks display:


Obsessed by uncontrollable lust,


he is unmercifully embraced by women


whose bodies are as jagged as saws,


and who are adorned with blazing ornaments


full of sparks


from hundreds of flames


shooting out on all sides.128


After being seized, the adulterer is cut up, incinerated, and reduced to ash, and “once again he is reborn just as before.” Whereas he once “took her,” he is now seized; whereas his desire was once “spent and consumed” in the act of love, it is now he who is consumed; whereas he once “burned” with passion for her, he now literally burns in the fire of her smoldering embrace. In each case the logic of karma literalizes the metaphors of human erotic language and reverses them to create the hellish tortures we witness here.


Given that the passage deals with the suffering experienced by a man who commits sexual misconduct or adultery, one would expect the moral of the story to be, “Do not commit adultery,” but this is not the case. Rather than urging the reader to respect other men’s spouses, both the Smṛtyupasthāna Sūtra and Śāntideva’s Śikṣāsamuccaya use this as an opportunity to deliver a homily on the evils of women, exhorting their readers to celibacy.129 Women, the texts state, are “the root cause of bad rebirths, the destroyers of wealth,” and the “ultimate destroyers” (vināso vināsānām) of happiness. Such a monastic-­misogynistic reading first equates sexual misconduct with sex, and then further conflates sex with its purported “object,” women, so that what begins as a critique of adultery ends up as a diatribe against women. This interpretive move — the reading of lay Buddhist sexual ethics through the lens of monastic celibacy — is not uncommon in Buddhist intellectual history. We shall come back to this important topic later when we chart the historical development of the doctrine of sexual misconduct.


Adultery is not the only sexual sin punished in Avīci. This lowest of hells also contains a subhell, called Underground Burial, where the rape of arhat nuns is punished.130 There the sinner experiences many of the punishments described in previous hells, but in addition to these, the hell guardians bury him head first in the fiery ground so that “he cannot scream out his pain.” The hell guardians then chop away at him with axes and sprinkle salt water into his wounds. If he survives, he is boiled inside red-­hot copper and iron pots. There is only one other Avīci hell where sexual sins are punished, a subhell called Infinite Suffering, reserved for “a man who — out of lust, or under the influence of sinful friends, or in a state of intoxication — has coitus with his mother, and who, when he wakes up, does it again.”131 The implication seems to be that the individual has no sense of moral decency left — that rather than feeling regret the morning after, he repeats his incestuous act without any remorse.


These are just the highlights. Sexual sinners are found in other regions of hell as well.132 As in the Hollywood film Se7en, in all of these accounts, the body becomes the stage on which the drama of pain is enacted, with different bodily regions taking center stage according to the nature of the sin. In the case of liars or people who drink alcohol, for instance, the mouth and tongue are the focus of attention.133 Punishments for sexual transgressions, on the other hand, focus on the body’s erogenous zones: the male genitals, which are pierced or cut (rlig pa dang pho mtshan gcod pa) (fig. 6); the various orifices, which are penetrated (’bigs pa); or the skin, which is punctured and flayed (bags pa gcod pa). However, because of karma’s nonlinearity, the punishments are never tit-­for-­tat, so that hell denizens are also tortured in ways that have little to do with the ­original crime, as when, for example, they are eaten alive. And, of course, fire always plays a central role in these narratives because sexual sins are punished in the hot hells, a particularly apt place for the punishment of sexual transgressions, since in India, as in the West, the passion that drives sex is metaphorically associated with heat. Jane Austen’s famous lines that “to love is to burn, to be on fire,” is as understandable in an Indian as in a Victorian context.
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Figure 6. A hell guardian punishes a man by piercing his genitals with a spear. Wang Saen Suk Hell Garden, Bang Saen, Thailand. Photo: Darmon Richter.





Through an inverted process of reading, the hell narratives allow us to adduce a Buddhist vision of the human erotic world. Texts like the Smṛtyupasthāna tell us something about what Indian Buddhist authors thought human beings found most sexually arousing, the sexual sins they believed human beings were most prone to committing, and therefore the ones that they thought they most needed to guard against. Extrapolating from texts to social realities is always perilous, but there are so many hells devoted to incest and rape, especially the rape of nuns, that one cannot help but think that these acts must have been widespread.134 Whatever the case, it is more accurate to say that we glean from this literature a male erotics, for the desires and acts depicted here are almost entirely men’s. In the Smṛtyupasthāna women are rarely depicted as agents — that is, as individuals who have desires, who act on them, and who are responsible for those actions.135 In most instances, women are either depicted as the victims of men’s sexual passions (seduced, liquored up, deceived, or raped) or else as the phantasmagoric karmic shadows of men’s past deeds (cyborgs).136 Now it is true that in hell even men are hardly agents, being compulsively driven by the power of their past lives’ sexual misdeeds.137 In this sense the ­Buddhist hells are places of minimal freedom even for men. They are places where the past is reexperienced, and not places where an agentive life is truly lived. The difference, of course, is that for men those hell lives, even if compulsive reenactments of past sins, are at least the result of lives once lived with agency. On a related point, it is ironic that almost every sinner depicted in the hell narratives is male and never female.138 One would think that the logic of karma, especially its principle of reversal, would allow for men to come back in hell as their gender opposites and to experience as women the results of the sexual misdeeds they perpetrated on women in a past life, just as butchers, for example, are reborn as animals destined to be slaughtered. Why, then, is the male rapist not depicted as a hell-­woman who is raped? The simple answer, I believe, is that the gender ideology of Buddhist India prevents this. When an unmarried girl is raped, it is recognized that she is injured in some way, but the truly injured party is not the girl but the girl’s father or guardian. Likewise, when a man commits adultery, it is the woman’s husband who is ultimately wronged.139 In most instances, a man’s sexual misdeeds are perceived as injurious to other men. Hence there is no reason for men to come back as female victims in hell, for according to this logic, women are rarely seen as the real victims. This, in any case, is the situation in texts like the Smṛtyupasthāna; in other works, and especially in art, women are considered moral agents, and hence subject to the karmic retribution of their misdeeds (fig. 7).
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Figure 7. Two hell guardians torture a woman by squeezing her in a vice. Wang Saen Suk Hell Garden, Bang Saen, Thailand. Photo: Darmon Richter.





Our discussion of the hells began with a Pāli scripture called The Divine Messengers. These “messengers,” as we mentioned, are metaphors for the truths that people ought to keep in mind as they live their lives. The fourth messenger is one that points to the consequences of sin, the suffering that awaits sinners in the next life. Yāma, the Lord of Death, asks a newly deceased individual:




“Good man, have you never seen that in the world, when a robber culprit is caught, kings torture him in various ways: having him flogged with whips, beaten with canes, beaten with clubs, having his hands cut off, his feet cut off, his hands and feet cut off, his ears cut off, his nose cut off, his ears and nose cut off, having him subjected to the ‘porridge pot,’ to the ‘polished shell shave,’ to the ‘Rahu’s mouth,’ to the ‘fiery wreath,’ to the ‘flaming hand,’ to the ‘blades of grass,’ to the ‘bark dress,’ to the ‘antelope,’ to the ‘meat hooks,’ to the ‘coins,’ to the ‘lye pickling,’ to the ‘pivoting pin,’ to the ‘rolled palliasse,’ and having him splashed with boiling oil, and having him thrown to be devoured by dogs, and having him impaled alive on stakes, and having his head cut off with a sword?”140





The deceased man admits to Yāma that he never paid much attention to this “messenger” — that he had been “negligent.” The consequence of this negligence, according to the Devadūta Sutta, is rebirth in hell. I have quoted this passage at length for reasons that should be fairly obvious: the types of legal punishments mentioned here — the punishments meted out to thieves and other criminals “in this world” — are precisely the types of punishments we find in hell. Karmic justice may not function in precisely the same way as the ancient Indian criminal justice system,141 but the parallels are clear. The punishments for human crimes found in the Brahmanical legal texts — from early works like Āpastamba and Gautama down to the later Manu and Nārada142 — become the tortures that we find in the Buddhist hell literature. For example, both sets of texts prescribe impaling people with spikes, pouring hot liquids into their mouth or ears, amputating various limbs, skewering and roasting them in fire, cutting them with various weapons, castrating them (obviously a punishment for men), and throwing them to the dogs (the punishment for adulterous women). The Arthaśāstra, the great Indian classic on political theory,143 elaborates two formal lists of tortures (karma) — a fourfold list (beating, whipping, twofold suspension,144 and “the water tube”145) for lesser offenses and a longer list of eighteen for grave transgressions. Many of these tortures are also found in the Buddhist hell literature.146 Even hell images like “the red-­hot iron platform” and “the blazing iron woman,” which we might think to be wholly Buddhist fabrications, are in fact found in the Brahmanical legal texts. For example, Āpastamba,147 one of the earliest legal works, dating to before the third century BCE, states that male adultery should be punished by having the perpetrator copulate with “a perforated red-­hot metal column” (fig. 8); later commentators explain that the column is “in the image of a woman.”148


More research will be necessary before we can come to definitive conclusions about the historical relationship of the Buddhist hell texts to the Dharmaśāstra literature, but if the pattern that I am suggesting holds, it means that Buddhist authors drew heavily from the repertoire of punishments found in Indian law. Having developed no independent legal tradition of their own,149 it is likely that Indian Buddhists considered the Dharmaśāstra to be the de facto law of the land.150 This does not mean that Buddhist writers considered the Indian justice system to be flawless. For example, Asaṅga, who flourished in the fourth century, considers the agents of the legal system — provincial governors (māṇḍalika), jailers (kārāgārika), torturers (upaghātaka), and executioners (ghātaka) — to be quintessential examples of individuals who are “unrestrained” (asaṃvara), categorizing them alongside butchers, hunters, bandits, and spies.151 Passages like this suggest skepticism about the real-­world administration of the law; nor is the Buddhist tradition alone in this ambivalence. The Dharmaśāstra itself acknowledges the possibility of error and corruption in the administration of the law.152 But even if imperfect, ancient Indian Buddhist authors knew no other model of criminal justice. It is not surprising, therefore, that they should have drawn from this tradition when they contemplated the punishments for sin in the life to come. However, there is one important difference between the punishment for crime in this world and the punishment for sinners in the hells, for the hells are seen as being governed by a higher law, the “infallible” law of karma. So perhaps works like the Smṛtyupasthāna were also suggesting that when the all-­too-­fallible human legal tradition allowed evil to go unpunished in the here and now, it would be punished in the horrific hereafter.
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Figure 8. A man and woman being bound to a burning iron pillar. Haw Par Villa hell theme park, Singapore. Although the park is based on the Chinese tradition of the Ten Courts of Hell, the image is reminiscent of one of the ancient Indian Dharmaśāstra tortures.





Fear of Hell as a Religious Motivation


If the promise of a sexually fulfilling afterlife in heaven was the carrot used to entice young men to the celibate life, then the tortures of hell were the stick. Ancient Buddhist authors lived in a world where torture was commonplace,153 and they used the stick of torture, now transposed into otherworldly pain, to instill in their readers a fear of sin. Although both carrot and stick approaches are found throughout the history of Buddhism, some texts considered the hope of heaven and the fear of hell to be at most expedients to be transcended as people matured in the spiritual life. Some texts denigrate the fear of suffering and the hope of reward as motivations. For example, the Aṅguttara Nikāya explains that practicing the spiritual life so as to be reborn as a god is “not conducive to ardor, effort, perseverance, and striving.”154 In a different context, the Tibetan saint Gampopa mentions different types of intentions that motivate virtuous acts like charity. He considers charity motivated by fear of poverty and hope of wealth in the next life to be inferior. On the one hand, then, some texts tout fear as an important element of the spiritual life. For example, the Stages of the Bodhisattva (Bodhisattva Bhūmi) advises bodhisattvas to use their magical powers to create visions of hell that cause sentient beings to shudder (udvij) so that they turn away from nonvirtue.155 On the other hand, there are texts that see fear as a base motivation that must eventually be left behind. Hence the Pāli Mahānidessa states that as one matures spiritually, the fear of lower rebirth (and the hope of heavenly reward) must be transcended.156 In his commentary to the Vinaya Sūtra, Tsonawa states that there are three forms of ethics: (1) ethics motivated by desire to protect oneself from fearful things (including rebirth in hell), (2) ethics motivated by the wish to obtain a better situation for oneself in a future life (including rebirth in heaven), and (3) ethics based on the wish to extricate oneself altogether from the suffering of cyclic existence.157 Although Tsonawa believed that all three motivations were valid, his ordering of them suggests that the third motivation, the practice of ethics for the sake of liberation, is superior to the other two.


That being said, the notion that fear should play any role in religious life is liable to strike many readers of this book, including some Buddhist ones, as problematic.158 The hell literature in particular is likely to be seen as a naive and otiose attempt to bring people into line through fear and trembling. Buddhist modernism only exacerbates this disconnect, for how can the kind and gentle spirituality that is purportedly Buddhism’s true face be reconciled with the hellfire and brimstone religion of these texts?159 Our world is far removed from the one in which these texts were written. Physical torture, although far from nonexistent in today’s world, is no longer a part of most people’s daily lives.160 It is therefore understandable that the hell narratives will not strike the same cultural or psychological chord for modern readers as they did for ancient Buddhists who lived, day in and day out, in close proximity to the forms of torture described in these texts.


But whatever one’s reaction to this literature, it would be foolish to simply disregard it, for it teaches us a great deal about the Buddhist world at an important point in its history. For example, the hell literature provides important clues about the sexual misdeeds — almost all of them perpetrated by men — that were of greatest concern to Buddhist moralists in the first centuries of the Common Era. Some of these acts — incest, rape, child sexual abuse, etc. — are still considered morally reprehensible. Others — masturbation, homosexuality, oral and anal sex, etc. — are increasingly considered matters of personal taste. Because the hierarchical structure of the hells reflects the perceived severity of sin, the hell literature is also a window into ancient Buddhist beliefs about the relative gravity of different sexual (and other) human failings. The Smṛtyupasthāna, for example, allows us to adduce that, for the monks who compiled this text, masturbation, oral and anal sex, rape, bestiality, and homosexuality — which are all punished in the third hell, Saṃghāta — were more or less equally sinful. Murder, which is mostly punished in the first hell,161 was, by comparison, considered a less weighty matter; and the clergy’s use of alcohol, a sin punished in the fourth and eighth hells, was more serious than murder, rape, and bestiality. All of these sins, in turn, were considered less weighty than the wanton seduction of monks and nuns. And although the rape of saintly monks and nuns and certain acts of incest were considered the worst sexual sins, punished in the lowest hell of Avīci, these two acts were more or less considered to be on a par with stealing from the clergy. But who could possibly consider adultery worse than murder, and who could think that drunken monks ought to be punished more severely than child rapists? The strangeness of the hell literature’s hierarchy of sin reminds us that these works reflect the concerns of their redactors, monks who were overwhelmingly (even obsessively) concerned with codifying and enforcing their unique moral vision of the world.


Critical readings that suggest that there were human motives behind ­Buddhist metaphysical speculation will probably always be minoritarian readings, and traditional Buddhists will, in all likelihood, either ignore such interventions or else criticize them as revisionist. Throughout most of Buddhist history, and in many contemporary Buddhist communities, the hell literature was and still is taken seriously, and usually literally. The rhetorical pull of the hell texts is strong even to this day, and these works spawned a lively artistic ­tradition — from ancient paintings, murals, and manuscript illuminations to modern hell-­theme parks. These images appear to the modern eye as kitschy. For example, Benedict Anderson’s first experience of one of the Thai hell parks, he states, was like “having wandered into some sort of religious Disneyland.”162 However, it would be a mistake to discount the ability of these texts and images to terrorize.163 Polly Young-­Eisendrath writes: “When a mythology is alive, it forms the basis of what we call ‘reality.’ Only when a myth is dying — in the sense of no longer seeming to be real — . . . can we stand apart from it and see it as meaning something else.”164 For some contemporary Buddhists, hell is already a dying myth that must mean “something else.”165 But for many others, it is a reality that is still very much alive.
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Figure 9. Sinners being boiled in a cauldron. Wang Saen Suk Hell Garden, Bang Saen, Thailand. Photo: Darmon Richter.





The Momentum of History and Its Reversal


Speculation about the origins and makeup of the universe is neither logically nor historically prior to other forms of speculation. Religions do not have to have a developed cosmology in order to say something cogent about sex, nor, as a historical fact, does cosmological speculation always precede religious theorization of sexuality. In fact, there is good evidence to suggest that cosmological, ethical, psychological, and metaphysical forms of speculation have mutually influenced one another throughout the history of religious thought. For our purposes, however, cosmology has not been a bad place to start our journey. Viewed through the lens of the “whens” and “wheres” of its cosmology, Buddhism clearly comes off as a religion that is deeply skeptical about sexed bodies and sexual acts. Human beings, these texts tell us, were better off in their androgynous phase at the beginning of the world cycle than they are now; and they are far better off in the upper reaches of the universe — in the higher-­god realms, where one does not have to worry about sex — than in the realm of desire. Consider then the following structural dichotomies:
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	Embodied







	Androgynous


	Sexed







	Celibate


	Sexual







	Minimally desirous


	Maximally lustful
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	Unrestrained







	Happy


	Sorrowful








The cosmological literature tells us that the universe evolves, within each of its cycles, from the left column to the right one, eventually reaching a nadir of materiality and moral evil that leads to the next cycle. The human beings who live in the world in the present historical moment are seen as inhabiting a place and time that is decidedly closer to the negative end of the spectrum — closer, that is, to the lustful and pugnacious beings of the apocalypse than to the aloof angels of the beginning of time. Thus people’s lot is not a particularly happy one. With both history and habitat working against them, the pursuit of virtue and the practice of restraint are considered a constant uphill battle.


That does not mean that the authors of these texts believed that it was impossible to resist sin and to cultivate virtue. Indeed, there is a ­counterrhetoric found in many Buddhist works that suggests that the human realm, even in its present moment, is a particularly conducive place for spiritual practice since it contains enough suffering to spur people to religious pursuits, but not so much that, overwhelmed by pain, virtue is impossible. Some Buddhist authors even suggest that because we live in an age of “degeneration” (kaṣāya), virtue becomes greatly magnified, so that even the smallest good deed can have extraordinarily beneficial consequences. Having said that, the overall picture is not a rosy one, especially regarding sexuality. Our biologically sexed bodies, rampant sexual desires, and polysensual sexuality are clearly seen as obstacles to the goal of human perfection. Buddhist tantra in some ways challenges this view with its notion of the human body as a vehicle to enlightenment, and the tantras do indeed describe techniques for harnessing desire and sex in the service of the Buddhist path. Tantra also requires adepts to visualize themselves, in many cases, as having the bodies of deities that are gendered differently from their own. Such practices, one would think, must have an impact on how practitioners think about the body and desire. Notwithstanding, tantra does not swerve from the exoteric, nontantric Buddhist goal of transcending material corporeality, for the tantric tradition (at least in its later, more theologically developed form) insists that whatever else enlightenment is, it is also a freedom from the bonds of material embodiment and sexual desire; it is the attainment of a body “made of just wind-­energy and mind . . . devoid of flesh and blood”166 According to the tantras, spiritual insight may be born, like the proverbial silkworm, from the tree of desire, but that insight then devours that tree — the very desire — from which it was born. The tantras may use different means than the exoteric tradition, but both see desirelessness as their goal.167


The French literary theorist Pierre Macheray suggests that the critic employs new language, different from that of the text, so as to demontrate that the work is “other than it is.”168 Criticism, he states, refuses to accept the work “as definitive, and emphasizes rather its modifications” by replacing the words of the text with “something else.” That something else, what he calls a difference, is what constitutes the explanation or interpretation of a literary work.169 Macheray suggests a specific trajectory that critics ought to take, but that to my mind is less important or convincing than the more general principles of criticism Macheray espouses. Coming back to the subject of this chapter, if the cosmological texts are “other than they are,” then what precisely are they about? How should they be interpreted? There are many ways of coming at this question. A Hegelian would look at the cosmogonic narratives — the stories about how the consumption of food ends in differentiation and sex — and suggest that what these narratives are about is the process of human beings becoming self-­conscious. According to Hegel, humans become truly aware of themselves only through another human being. However, this is not achieved at once, but in stages. The process begins with the desire to consume — a form of desire that, however, destroys its object by ingesting it, creating the need for a new object. (Recall how each of the plants in the cosmogonic tales arises, is consumed, and disappears, only to give way to the appearance of the next plant.) This search for self-­consciousness through consumption continues, according to Hegel, until the self arrives at an object, the human other, that it cannot destroy through the act of consumption. Reading the Buddhist cosmogonic narratives through the lens of Hegel suggests that these tales are about the process of achieving self-­consciousness.170 A Freudian reading would take a somewhat different tack, suggesting that what these tales are really about is the psychosexual development of the human being. The phases of bodily transformation in the Buddhist cosmogonic narratives — where feeding gives way to excretion, which, in turn, gives way to genital sex — do in fact mirror the classical Freudian stages of libidinal development in a very interesting way.171 Without denying that both Hegelian and Freudian readings of these texts would produce interesting results, let me end this discussion by suggesting one other way of understanding the Buddhist cosmogonic myths.


If the universe is naturally devolving — moving from the first to the second column in the above table — the Buddhist path, it might be argued, functions to reverse the devolutionary momentum of history. It attempts to reverse history so as to create (but now in a permanent fashion) nonphysical, sexless beings made of mind and light. Of course, there is an important difference between how a being in the early universe instantiates the qualities of subtle materiality and androgyny and the way that these are embodied by an arhat or buddha, for nirvāṇa is claimed to be unconditioned, and those who attain it are said to be permanently free of all constraints, including those associated with material bodies and sex. Buddhas and arhats therefore never devolve. In that sense, the Buddhist path is not a journey back in time or up in space, but rather the transcendence of time and space, and therefore of the cosmological-­historical order altogether. Still, the beings at the beginning of a world cycle and in the upper realms of existence are clearly simulacra of enlightened beings; and as with the goal (buddhahood), so too with the path. Hence monasticism — an independent life with minimal housing and private property, without accumulated food, and, most important, without sex — mimetically mirrors the way of life of the first humans. Those who practice the Buddhist path as monks and nuns — begging for their daily food, donning unisex garb, and practicing celibacy — may not think of themselves as literally turning back time, but they are obviously doing so metaphorically, living like the beings at the beginning of time in the hope of achieving a permanent version of this state, thus bringing an end to karmically driven history once and for all. This reading of the Buddhist origin myth is structuralist insofar as it emphasizes the parallels between cosmogony and a social institution (monasticism). As such, it disregards the question of the historical emergence of the cosmogonic literature and it elides the agency of its authors. If anything, it implies that these narratives preceded monasticism and that the monastic life was modeled on these tales. In fact, the opposite is probably true. As Indian Buddhist monks went about crafting their narrative of origins — their tale of the first human community at the beginning of time — they chose (consciously or not) to base it on what they considered the ideal way of life, their own way of life. Viewed from this perspective, texts like the Aggañña Sutta and the Lokaprajñapti represent ancient Buddhist authors’ attempts to inscribe monasticism into the very structure of the cosmos, suggesting to readers that the ascetic life was superior because it came first.


 


23. The Genesis myth is, of course, only one of dozens of cosmogonic narratives that incorporate sexual themes into their storyline. The early Stoic philosophers of Greece, for example, believed that the universe came about as the result of Hera fellating Zeus, the absorption of Zeus’ reason-­infused semen into the body of Hera being the reason for the beautiful order of the universe. Aristophanes’ story of how the human race was cut apart into two halves, instilling in human beings the desire to reunite, is one of the most celebrated classical accounts of love, found most famously in Plato’s Symposium. It is taken up and reworked by later philosophers like Musonius: “For what other reason [than marriage] did the demiurge cut apart our race and make two sets of genitals, male and female, and instill a strong desire and longing for association and common relationship with one another?” See Kathy L. Gaca, The Making of Fornication: Eros, Ethics and Political Reform in Greek Philosophy and Early Christianity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 69–70, 83–84, and 230–34 for the second-­century Christian theologian Tatian’s interesting twist on the early Stoic myth.


24. Beginning with the Vedas, neuters or androgynes also play a role in many pre-­Buddhist South Asian creation stories. See Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty, Women, Androgynes, and Other Mythical Beasts (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1980), 310–11. Leonard Zwilling and Michael J. Sweet, “The Evolution of Third-­Sex Constructs in Ancient India: A Study in Ambiguity,” in Invented Identities: The Interplay of Gender, Religion and Politics in India, ed. Julia Leslie and Mary McGee (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 101.


25. The story is preserved in a work called Pathamamūlamūlī. See Anatole-­Roger Peltier, Pathamamūlamūlī: Tamnān Khao phī Lānnā [Origin of the World in the Lan Na Tradition] (Chiang Mai: Suriwong, 1991); Emmanuel Guillon, “The Ultimate Origin of the World, or the Mulah Muh, and Other Beliefs,” Journal of the Siam Society 79.1 (1991): 22–29; Rosalind C. Morris, In the Place of Origins: Modernity and Its Mediums in Northern Thailand (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2000), 132; and Andrew Matzner, “On the Question of Origins: Kathoey and Thai Culture” (2002), http://www.transgenderasia.org/paper_on_the_question_of_origins.htm.


26. Buddhist texts do sometimes use the term “creation.” However, what “creates” in these instances is not an omnipotent God but, for example, the collective karma of living beings or, in some cases, their minds. There are many different and sometimes conflicting descriptions of the formation and destruction of the universe in Buddhist religious literature. For an overview, see Akira Sadakata, Buddhist Cosmology: Philosophy and Origins (Tokyo: Kōsei Publishing, 1997); and the essays by Steinkellner, Neumaier, and Cabezón in Buddhism, Christianity and the Question of Creation, ed. Perry Schmidt-­Leukel (Hants, England: Ashgate, 2005).


27. Dīgha Nikāya 26 (PTS 3: 80–98; the relevant passage is on 84–89). For a discussion of this sutta in its different recensions, see Jan Nattier, Once Upon a Future Time: Studies in a Buddhist Prophecy of Decline, Nanzan Studies in Asian Religions 1 (Berkeley, CA: Asian Humanities Press, 1991), 13n. The most reliable translation is by Steven Collins, “The Discourse on What Is Primary (Aggañña-­Sutta): An Annotated Translation,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 21.4 (1993): 301–93.


28. Stog Palace Kangyur, 103a. The work, which is an account of the creation of the world and a description of its different realms, is considered “the word of Buddha” even though it contains many ideas also found in the Abhidharma. All translations are my own unless otherwise noted. I sometimes slightly revise existing translations when I think it is warranted.


29. In other contexts, “made of mind” can mean “nonphysical,” but such a gloss is not possible in this context, given that human beings — even the ethereal human beings who live at the beginning of the world cycle — have physical (albeit very subtle) bodies. Hence Yaśomitra (fifth century) explains that “made of mind” refers to the fact that the beings are “self-­produced,” which means that, like many gods, they are not born from another. The gloss is found in Yaśomitra’s Sphuṭārthā to Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakośabhāṣya. See Swāmī Dwārikādās Śāstri, ed., Abhidharmakośa and Bhāṣyam (Varanasi, India: Bauddha Bharati, 1981), 554.


30. Among the cosmogonic myths found in the Tibetan medical tradition, there is one very similar to the one being discussed here, but its source is the Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa. The myth explains how human beings emerge and become embodied through eating, but it adds a flourish, claiming that the first ingestion of food leads to indigestion. The god Brahmā then intervenes, prescribes boiling water, and the illness is cured. This is the first act of healing, and according to some traditional scholars, the beginning of the medical tradition. Rechung Rinpoche, Tibetan Medicine: Illustrated in Original Texts (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), 8. See also Desi Sangyé Gyatso, Mirror of Beryl: A Historical Introduction to Tibetan Medicine, trans. Gavin Kilty (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2010), 58.


31. Banishment from the community was common throughout South Asia as a real-­world punishment for the sin not of having sex but of adultery. This punishment is mentioned, for example, in the Arthaśāstra. See also Batuknath Bhattacharya, The “Kalivarjyas” Prohibitions in the “Kali” Age (Calcutta: University of Calcutta, 1943), 92–94.


32. The work is one of the three parts of the Abhidharma treatise known as the Prajñapti Śāstra. On this trilogy, see Jonathan Silk, “Putative Persian Perversities: Indian Buddhist Condemnations of Zoroastrian Close-­Kin Marriage in Context,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 71.3 (2008): 436n5. The section being discussed here is found in chapter 11 of the Derge Tengyur edition, which begins on 59a. In the Tibetan canon, the work is attributed to Mahāmaudgalyāyana. According to van Put, it is found in the Chinese Dīrghāgama and was translated into Chinese in 413 CE, although some scholars have dated the work to the turn of the Common Era. Ineke van Put, “The Names of Buddhist Hells in East Asian Buddhism,” 207, http://www.ucalgary.ca/numatachair/files/numatachair/12VanPut39.pdf.


33. This reading, found in the Tibetan, corresponds to and represents a different understanding of the Pāli phrase satta sattātveva, “beings who are just beings,” found in the Aggañña Sutta.


34. Fear of others’ blame (apratāpyam, khrel yod) and a sense of internal shame (hrī, ngo tsa shes pa), both found in the list of eleven virtuous mental states (dge ba’i sems byung bcu gcig), are considered essential to restraint, sexual and otherwise. For an extensive explanation in a Pāli source, see Pe Maung Tin, trans., The Expositor (Athasālinī): Buddhaghosa’s Commentary on the Dhammasangaṇi, the First Book of the Abhidhammapiṭaka (London: Pali Text Society, 1958), 164–71. See also Puggala-­Paññatti 2.5 (PTS 19–20); Bimala Charan Law, trans., Designation of Human Types (Puggala-­Paññatti) (London: Pali Text Society, 1969), 30. Tibetan definitions of “shame” (khrel yod) and “conscience” (ngo tsha shes pa) are found in Dbyangs can lha mo, ed., Bod rgya nang don rig pa’i tshig mdzod (Si khron: Mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 1993), 151 and 372, respectively. The former term is defined as “having the function of causing one to refrain from evil based on [the opinions] of others or of the world, fearing that those others will condemn one’s faulty conduct.” The latter is defined as “restraint from moral evil based on one’s own sense [of what is right and wrong] or based on the Dharma.”


35. See Monier Monier-­Williams, A Sanskrit-­English Dictionary (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1899; repr., 1988), 975, for the various meanings of the term. For a list of Tibetan words that refer, sometimes euphemistically, to the act of sex, see Dpa’ris sangs rgyas and Nor bu kun grub, Mngon brjod khungs btsun rgya mtsho (Beijing: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2010), 409, under the entry ’khrig pa. These include: the act of desire (’dod pa spyod pa, chags spyod), the union of genitals (dbang po gnyis sbyor ba), copulation (gnyis gnyis ’khyud, nye zungs, rgyo ba), the village dharma (grong ba’i chos), embrace (lag bsdams), the bliss of touch (reg dga’), union (kun sbyor, she sbyor, sbyor ba), the dirty deed (mi tshangs spyod), breeding (bshos pa), and the enjoyment of pleasure (’dod pa long spyod pa). Some of these Tibetan words were manufactured for the purpose of translating Sanskrit terms.


36. Compare with the scorn to which a man who “gives himself over to sexual intercourse” is subjected in the Tissametteyya Sutta, Suttanipāta, Aṭṭhakavagga 7 (PTS 814–23); H. Saddhatissa, trans., The Sutta Nipāta (London: Curzon Press, 1985), 96–97: “They call that uncontrolled one a low and ordinary being who is like a lurching chariot. What fame and renown he had before is lost to him . . . and, having heard the reproach of others, he becomes depressed. Tormented by the words of others, he has injured his life by wrong-­doing . . . First they thought him ‘a wise one’ . . . [but now] ‘a fool.’”


37. Mahāmaudgalyāyana, Lokaprajñapti, D Tengyur, 62a.


38. See, for example, the Mūlasarvāstivāda Saṅghabhedavastu, Raniero Gnoli, ed., The Gilgit Manuscript of the Saṅghabhedavastu (Rome: Istituto Italiano per il Medio ed Estremo Oriente, 1977), 8–14. The passage on the creation of sexual organs is found on 11. W. Woodville Rockhill has translated the Vinaya account (from the Tibetan) in his The Life of the Buddha and the Early History of His Order Derived from Tibetan Works in the Bkah-­hgyur and Bstan-­hgyur (London: Kegan Paul, Trübner and Co., 1884), 1–8. As is true of the other narratives, the Vinaya version tells us that the eating of rice “causes different organs to appear. Some had female organs, some male organs. Then, those who have male organs and those who have female organs stare at one another. The more they stare, the more infatuated they become with one another. The more infatuated they become with one another, the more turmoil they experience. And the more turmoil they experience, the more they ‘do what is wrong/forbidden.’” See also Vinaya Vibhaṅga, D Kangyur, ’dul ba ca, 50b–51a, and 108b. This cosmological narrative also worked its way into a variety of Tibetan and Mongolian indigenous textbooks; see, for example, Constance Hoog, trans., Prince Jiṅ-­Gim’s Textbook of Tibetan Buddhism: The Śes-­bya rab-­gsal (Jñeya-­prakāśa) by ’Phags-­pa Blo-­gros rgyal-­mtshan dPal-­bzang-­po of the Sa-­skya-­pa (Leiden: Brill, 1983), 38.


39. Kośalokaprajñapti, D Tengyur, 103b–104a. This account, unlike others, explicitly mentions that it is the sexual organs (*vyañjana, mtshan ma), rather than the sex faculties (indriya, dbang po), that appear on the bodies of beings. We will have more to say about the relationship of the genitals to the sex faculties in chapter 6 of this book.


40. On the life, works, and thought of Vasubandhu, see Jonathan C. Gold, “Vasubandhu,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2012), ed. Edward N. Zalta, http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2012/entries/vasubandhu/.


41. The topic is treated in Abhidharmakośa 3.98 and its commentarial literature. See Śāstri, Abhidharmakośa and Bhāṣyam, 2: 554–55. See also Louis de la Valée Poussin (French trans.) and Leo Pruden (English trans. from the French), Abhidharmakośabhāṣyam (Berkeley, CA: Asian Humanities Press 1988), 2: 487–88. Herbert Guenther, Philosophy and Psychology in the Abhidharma (Berkeley, CA: Shambhala Press, 1976), 164–69, discusses the Kośa’s view of sexuality, but his reading of the text is often influenced by a modernist sexual ethic that makes his interpretation problematic.


42. Śāstri, Abhidharmakośa and Bhāṣyam, 2: 554; D Tengyur, 162b. The Poussin and Pruden translation, Abhidharmakośabhāṣyam, 2: 488, which is based on the Chinese, is very close.


43. Abhidharmakośa (2.98cd); Śāstri, Abhidharmakośa and Bhāṣyam, 2: 555; Poussin and Pruden, Abhidharmakośabhāṣyam, 2: 489.


44. Śāstri, Abhidharmakośa and Bhāṣyam, 2: 555; Poussin and Pruden, Abhidharmakośabhāṣ­yam, 2: 489.


45. Étienne Lamotte, Le traité de la Grand Vertu de sagesse de Nāgārjuna (Mahāprajñā­pāra­mitāśāstra) (Louvain: Institut Orientaliste de Louvain, 1944–81), 3: 1636.


46. For example, throughout the Pāli Vinaya, monks and nuns are frequently portrayed as engaging in a variety of sexual acts after having eaten to excess: “a great company of monks, dwellers at Vesālī, and sons of the Vajins, ate as much as they liked, drank as much as they liked and bathed as much as they liked. Having eaten, drunk and bathed as much as they liked, not having paid attention to the training, but not having disavowed it, they engaged in (e.g.) sexual intercourse.” I. B. Horner, trans., The Book of the Discipline (London: Luzac/Pali Text Society, 1949–62), 1: 40; Suttavibhaṅga, Pārājika 1.7 (PTS 3: 23). See also Harivarman’s interesting discussion of the difference between giving food to someone as an act of mercy and giving one’s body to someone in an act of adultery. N. Ayaswami Sastri, trans., Satyasiddhiśāstra of Harivarman (Baroda, India: Oriental Institute, 1978), 2: 201. The Satyasiddhi and its author are believed to belong to the fourth century CE. The relationship between the desire for food and for sex is also discussed by Michel Foucault in The Use of Pleasure: Volume 2 of the History of Sexuality (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), 50 et passim. Plato, who follows the Pythagoreans on this point, believed that eating to excess leads to sexual immoderation and, contrariwise, that a restricted diet can be used to keep the sexual appetite in check. See Kathy L. Gaca, The Making of Fornication: Eros, Ethics and Political Reform in Greek Philosophy and Early Christianity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 105–6. The Indian medical tradition also discusses in great detail the complex relationship between food, sex, and sexual desire. See, for instance, A. Chandra Kaviratna and P. Sharma, trans., Caraka Saṃhitā, 2nd rev. ed. (Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1996–97), 1: 41–45. According to the Caraka, certain foods (onion, garlic, meat, etc.) have aphrodisiacal properties. The text also states that sexual intercourse should be avoided if one is either hungry or has overindulged in food. Overindulgence in food (and obesity) can also cause sexual pathologies. Contrariwise, overindulgence in sexual intercourse can cause health problems — problems that can, however, be treated by recourse to yet other foods. Harivarman also mentions the causal connection between desire for food and sexual desire in the Satyasiddhiśāstra; Sastri, Satyasiddhiśāstra, 2: 417. There he states that just as desire for food led to sexual desire at the beginning of the universe, so too does it lead to sexual desire today. Hence, he suggests strategies for diminishing the desire for food as a way of controlling sexual desire. Non-­Buddhists, he states, simply fast to accomplish this, but Harivarman claims that this is dangerous, which is why the Buddha taught that, rather than fasting, one should instead cultivate “offensiveness toward food” — that is, a mental attitude that sees food as disgusting.


47. In the fifth-­century Dhammapada Commentary, monks have a conversation about “the greatest pleasure in the world.” Some say it is power (“ruling”), others sex, and others food (“rice, meat, and so on”). The Buddha sets them straight by telling them that the greatest happiness is coming into contact with a buddha, learning his Dharma, and living in a peaceful monastic community. Eugene W. Burlingame, trans., Buddhist Legends (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1921), 3: 68.


48. Collins, “Discourse on What Is Primary,” 365, mentions a similar tradition found in various Pāli sources, including the Visuddhimagga, a text that is roughly contemporaneous with the Kośa. The passage in the Visuddhimagga (13.51; PTS 418) reads, in Ñāṇamoli’s translation, “As soon as they eat this gross food, urine and excrement appear in them. Then wound-­orifices break open in them to let these things out. The male sex appears in the male, and the female sex in the female.” Bhikkhu Ñāṇamoli, trans., The Path of Purification (Visuddhimagga) (Kandy: Buddhist Publication Society, 1991), 414.


49. The fact that “female organs appeared in females, and male organs in males” might be taken to imply that these beings were already, in some sense, gendered female and male before they acquired male and female genitalia. But the text may simply imply that “female organs appeared in those [who were to become] female,” which would then not require our making sense of dimorphically gendered beings devoid of biological sex. Collins makes a similar point in “Discourse on What Is Primary,” 365–66.


50. Peter Romaskiewicz has pointed out to me that some sūtras preserved in Chinese do mention procreation and pregnancy as part of their descriptions of the origins of and evolution of the world. These include Taisho (T) 23–25, as well as Dīrghāgama #30 (T1). The earliest of these texts, the *Mahāloka Sūtra (T23) is quite old, having been translated into Chinese in the late third century. Romaskiewicz believes, on stylistic grounds, that these works are not apocryphal and that the passages in question were not additions. If this is true, this means that there was an alternate strand in the Indian Buddhist cosmological tradition that did emphasize procreation. Romaskiewicz’s research raises a number of questions, not the least of which is why this alternate, procreationist strand of thought is preserved only in Chinese.


51. Unlike Buddhism, the Hindu tradition considers “some aspects of the householder life superior to asceticism.” Hence “faithfulness to one’s wife and engaging in sexual intercourse only to produce children are presented as domestic equivalents of ascetic celibacy.” Patrick Olivelle, “Celibacy in Classical Hinduism,” in Celibacy and Religious Traditions, ed. Carl Olson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 162. Such a notion, to my knowledge, is never found in South Asian Buddhist sources. Perera’s claim that ancient Indian Buddhists emulated their Brahmanical counterparts by proscribing nonprocreative sex is unsubstantiated and represents his imposition of modernist norms onto classical India. L. P. N. Perera, Sexuality in Ancient India: A Study Based on the Pali Vinayapiṭaka (Sri Lanka: The Postgraduate Institute of Buddhist Studies, 1993), 227, 231.


52. A fascinating Buddhist account of the different ways in which conception can occur is found in a Vinaya work attributed to Saṅghabhadra — a work closely related to Buddhaghosa’s Samantapāsādikā commentary to the Vinaya. The Saṅghabhadra work is preserved only in Chinese; P. V. Bapat and A. Hirakawa, trans., Shan-­chien-­P’i-­P’o-­Sha: A Chinese Version by Saṅghabhadra of Samantapāsādikā (Poona, India: Bhandarkar Oriental Institute, 1970), 158–59. Many of these forms of conception would undoubtedly seem odd to the modern reader precisely because they do not involve sex. See also Nalinī Jātaka, where a child is conceived in a deer when she licks the seminal secretions of a sage in the forest. Émile Senart, ed., Mahāvastu Avadāna (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1882–97), 3: 143; also online at http://gretil.sub.uni-goettingen.de/gretil/1_sanskr/4_rellit/buddh/mhvastuu.htm. J. J. Jones, trans., The Mahāvastu (London: Luzac and Co., 1949), 3: 139. Later in this book we will have more to say about the theories of the Buddha’s immaculate conception.


53. On Buddhist views concerning procreation, see Faure, Red Thread, 22, 25, 29, and 107–8. But see also Amy Paris Langenberg, “Pregnant Words: South Asian Buddhist Tales of Fertility and Child Protection,” History of Religions 52.4 (2013): 340–69. Langenberg explores four examples of narratives that suggest Buddhist monastic involvement in fertility and child protection, but she also shows that the texts used various rhetorical strategies to distance themselves from — or to apologize for — these activities.


54. On the importance of progeny, especially sons, to the Brahmanical tradition and Candra­kīrti’s critique of this, see Karen Lang, Four Illusions: Candrakīrti’s Advice to Travelers on the Bodhisattva Path (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), chap. 2. However, Barbara Watson Andaya has argued that ambivalence regarding procreation at the textual level did not always translate into antinatalism in the social sphere. See Barbara Watson Andaya, “Localising the Universal: Women, Motherhood and the Appeal of Early Theravāda Buddhism,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 33.1 (2002): 1–30.


55. South Asian religions as a whole are far from univocal concerning whether sex is for pleasure or for procreation, but there is certainly a strand of classical Indian literature that stresses the former over the latter — that is, pleasure over procreation — and Buddhism belongs to this strand. Kāmasūtra 1.5.1 states that sex with wives brings “sons, fame, and acceptance in the world,” but then it goes on to list a variety of other women with whom sex can be just for pleasure. Vātsyāyana Mallanaga, Kāmasūtram (Bombay: Nirṇayasāgarayantrālaya, 1900), 61 (all verse numbers are henceforth to this edition unless otherwise stated); Wendy Doniger and Sudhir Kakar, trans., Kamasutra (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 22. In one list of reasons mentioned in the Kāmasūtra (6.1.17) for having sex, procreation is nowhere mentioned. Vātsyāyana, Kāmasūtram, 310; Doniger and Kakar, Kamasutra, 134–35. In a quite different context, the Tibetan scholar Chim Jampaiyang (Mchims ’jam pa’i dbyangs, thirteenth century), in his commentary on Abhidharmakośa 2.5–6, considers the question of whether the chief function of the male sex faculty is to cause “great joy” (read “orgasm”) or to procreate — to cause the birth of a child. Chim grants that the sex faculty is responsible for orgasm, but he does not believe that this is its central function. However, Chim also rejects the procreationist view: that its chief function (or, to use the language of the text, “what it empowers”) is the procreation of another being. See Ian Coghlan, “The Translation and Introduction to the First Two Chapters of the mDzod ’Grel Mngon pa’i rGyan by mChims ’Jam pa’i dbYangs,” PhD diss., La Trobe University, Bundoora, Australia, 2002, 280.


56. On the relationship between procreation and gender inequality, see Michelle Z. Rosaldo, “Women, Culture and Society: A Theoretical Overview,” in Women, Culture, and Society, ed. Michelle Z. Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1974), 17–42; and Sherry B. Ortner, “Gender Hegemonies,” Cultural Critique 14 (1989–90): 35–80.


57. For example, the heavenly paradises of buddhas like Amitābha are said to be devoid of sex, and indeed of women! “There are no women there, nor is there any kind of sexual activity”; Lotus Sutra 24.31. P. L. Vaidya, Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra (Darbhanga, India: Mithila Institute, 1960), 257; D Kangyur, 267a. See also Hendrik Kern, trans., Saddharma Puṇḍarīka, or The Lotus of the True Law (New York: Dover, 1963), 417.


58. My exposition of Buddhist cosmology follows that found in Lati Rinbochay and Denma Lochö Rinbochay, Meditative States in Tibetan Buddhism, trans. J. Hopkins and L. Zahler (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1997), chap. 2.


59. The Buddhist tantras provide us with their own spin on the desire realm. In “Heruka’s Prior Epiphany,” a Tibetan tantric text, the desire realm is said to be ruled by the Hindu god of desire, Kāma-­Maheśvara. In another text, Ngor chen kun bzang’s Amazing Ocean, Maheśvara, as the master of the desire realm, is constantly surrounded by four deities and an “outer circle of eight arrogant henchmen and sultry goddesses.” Sexually insatiable, they spend all of their time — whether walking, sitting, standing, or lying down — copulating. The tantric deity Heruka then manifests and pacifies their desire by manifesting goddesses to satiate them: “by kissing, fondling and other forms of great bliss.” See Ronald M. Davidson, “Reflections on the Maheśvara Subjugation Myth: Indic Materials, Sa-­skya-­pa Apologetics, and the Birth of Heruka,” Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 14.2 (1991): 212.


60. This refers to “neuter” or “queer” humans who have neither male nor female organs, but these are the exceptions. See Lati Rinbochay and Denma Lochö Rinbochay, Meditative States, 40, for a fascinating account of the types of sexed and sexless human beings. On the Jain view concerning the biological sexes of beings who inhabit different portions of the universe, see Leonard Zwilling and Michael J. Sweet, “‘Like a City Ablaze’: The Third Sex and the Creation of Sexuality in Jain Religious Literature,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 6.3 (1996): 367n34. According to Zwilling and Sweet, at least one Jain text claims that all hell beings are neuter (napuṃsaka), that demigods are only male and female, and that human beings are either male, female, or neuter.


61. Indeed, in the Āṭānāṭiya Sutta, Dīgha Nikāya 32 (PTS 3: 194–206), we learn that a class of spirits called yakkhas have no faith in the Buddha because he teaches a doctrine of sexual restraint — that is, restraint from sexual misconduct.


62. Lati Rinbochay and Denma Lochö Rinbochay, Meditative States, 30, my insertions. The explanations offered by these two contemporary Tibetan scholars are undoubtedly based on classical Indian texts such as the Lokaprajñapti (13a–14a).




Just as there is female menstruation, pregnancy, and childbirth among the humans of Jambudvipa . . . [so too with the humans of the other three continents]. The male and female children of gods of the [realm] of the Four Great Kings [are born fully formed at a level of maturity equivalent to that of] a human child who is about five years old. Those sentient beings [i.e., the god-­children] are born miraculously onto the laps or shoulders of those gods and goddesses. When this happens, the gods and goddesses think, “This is my son or daughter,” and the male or female child thinks, “This is my father or mother.” The same occurs with the [gods] of the Thirty-­Three, except that [the newly born child is the equivalent of a] six-­year-­old; for the Aviha gods it is a seven-­year-­old; for the gods of Tuṣita, an eight-­year-­old; for the Nirmāṇarati [gods], a nine-­year-­old; for the Paranirmitavaśavartin [gods], a ten-­year-­old. The Brahmakāyika gods are born with their major and minor appendages fully formed, and [they experience bodily] death as well . . . And as with the Brahmakāyika gods . . . so too with the [other gods up to and including the gods of the form realm]. The formless gods have no corporeal form, and so their birth is invisible (mi mngon) [to the naked eye], as is their death.


Just as the humans of Jambudvipa practice sex by copulating, so too do the . . . [humans of the other three continents], the gods of the Four Great Kings [realm], and [the gods] of the Thirty-­Three. The Aviha [gods] pacify their lust simply by embracing. The [gods of] Tuṣita do so simply by holding hands. The Nirmāṇarati [gods] do so by laughing. The Paranirmitavaśavartin [gods] satisfy their lust simply by looking [at one another]. The Brahmakāyika gods have no desire. And as with the Brahmakāyika gods, so too . . . [with the remaining gods of the desire realm].


Just as the men of Jambudvipa have the impurity of semen, so too do . . . [the men of the other three continents, and the lowest two classes of desire realm gods]. The gods of the Four Great Kings [realm] emit wind [instead of semen], and the same is true . . . [of the other gods up to and including the Paranirmitavaśavartins]. The Brahmakāyika gods have no desire. And as with the Brahmakāyika gods, so too . . . [with the remaining gods of the desire realm].





The motif of the different degrees of sensual stimulation is also taken up in an important Mahāyāna sūtra, the Gaṇḍavyūha. There, Vasumitra lists all of the types of sexual behaviors she will minister to “so that they may become free of passion.” See Faure, Red Thread, 121. As Faure notes, the list of her proposed actions does not include copulation. A similar (though not identical) description is also found in the Saddharmasmṛtyupasthāna Sūtra. See Li-­Kouang Lin, L’aide-­mémoire de la Vraie Loi (Paris: Adrien-­Maisinneuve, 1949), 55. Lin mentions that the subject is also treated in the Chinese translations of the Dīrghāgama and Mahāvibhāṣa. The Chinese translation of the Smṛtyupasthāna claims that all of the gods “conservent en tout temps leur force intacte: c’est pourquoi ils sont à même de s’unir à de nombreuses femmes célestes” (55). One wonders whether this claim about male gods “conserving their energy” may not be a later interpolation into the sūtra derived from those strands of Daoism concerned with life-­force preservation through semen retention. Finally, this same fourfold model of “satisfaction” becomes the basis for the treatment of sensual stimulation in the Indo-­Tibetan tantric doctrine of the “four joys” (dga’ ba bzhi). This doctrine is used by some exegetes as the basis for the classification of the tantras into a fourfold scheme, although here the hierarchy is exactly reversed, with the higher tantras allowing the adept greater sexual variety, culminating in the “highest yoga” class, which permits copulation. See H. H. the Dalai Lama, Tsong kha pa, and Jeffrey Hopkins, Tantra in Tibet (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 1987), 156–64, and 201–9; and also Alex Wayman and Ferdinand Lessing, trans. Introduction to the Buddhist Tantric Systems, 2nd ed. (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1978), 168–69n19, and 143–45.
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