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EGO AND TRANSCENDENCE

Reading the Vajrayana in Context:
A Reassessment of Bengal Blackie

Reginald Ray
Naropa Institute
Boulder, Colorado

INTRODUCTION

Among Buddhist traditions, the Indian Vajrayana often strikes Westerners (and
many Asians as well!) as particularly colorful and provocative. Often enough,
modern scholars have tended to emphasize, in their interpretations of the
Vajrayana, precisely what is the most colorful and unconventional.

There is something to be said for this approach, because it has the virtue of
isolating what is perhaps the most distinctive about the Vajrayiana. But such a
hermeneutic also has its problems, because it tends to stereotype the Vajrayana
in vatious ways, and to read its more distinctive elements in less than their full
historical and religious context. This leads to an understanding of the Vajrayana
that is, while not entirely wrong, at least in need of certain corrections.

This emphasis on what is most colorful and distinctive in the Vajrayana lies
behind some prevailing trends in the way in which this tradition is understood
in modern scholarship. Thus, for example, the Vajrayana is sometimes seen as a
radical departure from the basic teachings of eatlier, conventional Buddhism,
and as a tantric cult having more in common with “tantrism” than with classi-
cal Buddhism. As a tantric cul, while calling itself Buddhist, it is often seen to
flagrantly violate many fundamental principles of earlier Buddhism, condon-
ing the use of alcohol, violence, and sexuality in its rituals.

This way of understanding the Vajrayana is present in early scholarly writing
on the subject. More recently it forms the central hermeneutic in an article
appearing in an earlier number of this journal, “‘Bengal Blackie and the Sacred
Slut,” by Professor Lee Siegel.! The article seeks to interpret one of the Indian
Vajrayana Caryagiti or songs of realization,? (Caryagiti No. 10 by Kanha),
attributed to Indian Buddhist szddbas or “perfected beings,” the enlightened
ideal of the Vajrayana.? The siddhas of whom we have evidence lived mainly
between the eighth and twelfth centuries A.D., during which the Vajrayana was
particularly prominent in India, and perhaps more towatd the latter part of this
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pertiod.4 The Caryagiti come down to us in a modest collection of some fifty
songs, half attributed to three siddbas (Kanha = Kahna = Krspacarya, Bhu-
suku, and Saraha) and the other half attributed to seventeen other, different
siddhas (among them Kukkuripa, Layipa, and Virapa).’ Forty-six of the songs
are extant in their original Old Bengali,é with an accompanying commentary
in Sanskrit by Munidatta written probably in the thirteenth century.” All
fifty songs along with the complete commentary survive in a flawed Tibetan
translation by Grags.pa.tgyal.mtshan which is, nevertheless, along with
Munidatta’s commentary, indispensable to the effort of reconstructing their
meaning.8

Siegel’s article repeats many of the interpretations that have dominated
Western writing on the Vajrayana. It interprets the Caryagiti as an expression of
a “heterodox Buddhist cult,’® a “tantric offshoot,”1° a sect within the larger -
Vajrayana, setting itself apart from the latter!! and seeing itself as superior’? on
account of its highly unconventional methods, involving ‘“left-handed” or
“sinister”” rituals.1? In addition, the Vajrayana of the Caryagiz: is interpreted as
an out and out rejection of orthodox Buddhism, “‘a reaction to orthodox Bud-
dhism”14 that is “scornful of orthodoxy.’t> The Tanttic practitioner of the
Caryagiti has, we are told, “given up his traditional understanding of Bud-
dhism,”’16 and for him *‘the more base or forbidden a thing is to the . . . Bud-
dhist monks, the more splendid and desirable it is (to him).”'7 His rejection of
conventional Buddhism is epitomized in the “central activity” of Caryagit:
practice, sexual intercourse,!® where “lust is the same as disgust, libertinism as
celibacy,’19 and “nirvapa . . . quite literally [is] conceived to be a perpetual

. . orgasm.’20

Is this interpretation accurate? Followers of the Indian scholar S. B. Das
Gupta (see below) might say ‘“‘yes.” Those holding to a later Tibetan under-
standing might say “no.” In my judgment, to answer the question with a sim-
ple “yes” or “no” is to belie the complexity of the issue. For the Indian Vajra-
yana is not a simple phenomenon, but one that has several major, distinctive
phases of development. What holds for one phase may well not hold for
another.

My intention in this article is not to say “‘yes” or “no” to Siegel’s interpreta-
tion, but rather to try to set his interpretation within the context where it may
be valid and to suggest another, more classical context where I feel that it is not
appropriate. In brief, Siegel’s interpretation is interesting as an hypothesis for
what may have been the earliest, pre-Buddhist context of the “Bengal Blackie™
song. But when we look at the song within the context of the classical Indian
Vajrayana, then different hermeneutical principles need to be adduced. Siegel
does not make this distinction and leaves the reader with an overly simplified
understanding of what Caryagits No. 10 “means.”

Let us begin by noting that the Indian Vajrayana existed in India in one form
or another probably for at least a thousand years, and passed through the fol-
lowing major phases:
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1) Origins: This is the period during which the Vajrayana was taking its ini-
tial shape in India, within a larger Tantric and Buddhist context. The
length of time during which this process was occurring is entirely conjec-
tural, but in light of later developments it is not unreasonable to assume
that the process continued down into the sixth century at least, and per-
haps even a little later, but there is no direct evidence of this period.

2) Esoteric Period: This period extends from the petiod of origins (during
which the foundations of classical Indian Vajrayana had taken some kind
of initial, more or less self-consciously Buddhist shape) down to the mid-
eighth centuty when the Vajrayina began to gain widespread public
attention. During this “esoteric period,” the Vajrayina seems to have
existed entirely outside of the established Buddhist monastic framework.
The earliest tantric artifacts found at Nilanda date only from the late
eighth or early ninth century?! and the first great Pala Vajrayana monaste-
ries were built only about the same time. In addition, if the earliest zz7-
tras and tantric hagiographies are accurate, during the “esoteric period”
the Vajrayana seems to have been practiced largely in secret and to have
met with considerable persecution. There appears to be virtually no direct
historical evidence of this period either.

3) Earlier Classical Period of General Acceptance: This petiod begins with
the mid-eighth century when the Vajrayana found widespread acceptance
in India. This acceptance is indicated by the Pa/z dynasty’s active patron-
age of the Vajrayana beginning about 750 and by its building of several
major monastic complexes that were Vajrayanist in otientation (Odanta-
pura and Vikramasila in the eighth century and Somapura in the
ninth).22 Now the Vajrayana was accepted as a legitimate Buddhist tradi-
tion by the Buddhist establishment, was practiced at the great Buddhist
monasteries, and enjoyed the prestige of special royal favor. The public
acceptance and stature of the Vajrayana is perhaps also indicated by the
fact that it is in the eighth century that we have the first evidence of
Indian Vajrayanist missionaries in greater Asia (Subhakara, Vajrabodhi,
and Amoghavajra in China and Padmasambhava and Vimalamitra in
Tibet).

We are in a position to find out something definite about the Indian
Vajrayana as practiced during this petiod owing to the spectacular finds
earlier in this century at Tun-huang in Chinese Turkistan. The Tun-huang
collection of Tibetan documents, including Vajrayana texts, dating from
the eighth and ninth centuries, gives evidence of the kind of Vajrayana
that was extant at roughly this period in India.?? From these documents,
initial impressions suggest that the Vajrayana had already by this time
assumed its classical and self-consciously Buddhist form, with its basic
Mahayanist outlook, its liturgical structure and its symbology firmly in
place. At the same time, in many respects, the Vajrayana of this petiod
represents an earlier stage of evolution when compared with later devel-
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opments. The Tun-huang documents have the additional value of indi-
cating the antiquity of many Tibetan Nyingma texts, which also appar-
ently go back to this same time period and which may, in time, tell us
more about the Indian Vajrayana of this period.?

4) The Later Classical Period: We have so far little reliable evidence for the
Indian Vajrayana as it existed between the time of Tun-huang and its rein-
troduction into Tibet roughly two centuries later. However, in the
eleventh century, we see the Indian Vajrayana again, this time as it is
brought into Tibet for a second time, duting the time of the second
spreading of Buddhism (eleventh-thirteenth centuries). Now, retaining
its strong monastic seat, the Indian Vajrayana is in a more evolved, more
systematized and perhaps more conventional form than previously. It is
typified in the kind of Vajrayana taught by the Tibetan Rin.chen.
bzang.po, the Indian Ati$a, and the Tibetans Marpa (who studied in
India with the szd@ha Naropa) and ‘Brog.mi (who had studied with the
siddba Santipa), each of whom made important contributions to the type
of Vajrayina that became dominant in Tibet among the Kadam, Sakya,
Kagyu, and Gelug traditions. This ““later classical period” comes to an
end at the close of the twelfth century when Muslim raids on India
culminated in Muhammad Ghuri’s devastation of the Buddhist monaste-
ries in northeastern India.

S) Post-Occupation Vasrayana in India: This period runs from the thirteenth
century down at least to the end of the sixteenth century, when we have
evidence through Lama Taranatha (b. 1575) (who draws on information
provided by his Indian guru Buddhaguptanatha) of a vital and wide-
spread Indian Vajrayana still retaining its eatlier classical forms.2s

Returning to our subject, realization songs such as Caryagiti No. 10 that
Siegel seeks to interpret probably existed through most, if not all, of the above-
mentioned periods of the Indian Vajrayana. Our assessment of Siegel’s inter-
pretations will depend on which of the periods of the Vajrayana we are attempt-
ing to speak about.

In reference to the period of origins and the esoteric petiod, we have so far
virtually no direct evidence. Nevertheless, reading back, one can hazard a guess
that the kind of Vajrayana Siegel speaks about may well have existed then,
although such a judgment is largely conjectural. These periods of initial forma-
tion and very early development no doubt saw non-monastic yogins with per-
haps some connection to Buddhism practicing alongside others with no such
connection. Buddhist terminology as well as terminology aligned with other
traditions may well have been in general and common use among such people.
When it was a question of the epiphany of deities or of communication among
highly realized yogins, concern for doctrinally correct Buddhist language,
important in the later Vajrayana, may well have remained in the background. It
may also have been that the great masters of such circles of practice had pupils
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who were understood to be neither strictly “‘Buddhist” nor “Hindu,” and were
thus remembered as greatly realized ones in both traditions. Perhaps they
themselves were more interested in the integrity of their individual lineages
than with how they were set within the larger classical Buddhist (or Hindu) tra-
ditions. Perhaps in those very early days the identity of such people was
blurred, and they were sometimes seen as in revolt against the classical tradi-
tions, including Buddhism.

However, as noted, such ideas are no more than conjectural. When we first
have a glimpse of the Indian Vajrayana, it is during the third period (from the
Tun-huang evidence and the Tibetan Nyingma tradition) and the fourth period
(from the rich evidence of the second spreading of Buddhism in Tibet).
Caryagiti No. 10, the specific song that Siegel wishes to interpret, certainly
dates—along with the others of the Caryagiti collection—at least from the
fourth period, although it may also have existed much earlier as well. Scholars
believe that this collection was composed down to the twelfth century, with the
bulk of songs being composed perhaps in the eleventh and twelfth centuries
and thus certainly very late in the history of the Indian Vajrayana.2¢

How applicable is Siegel’s interpretation for the Vajrayana of these songs as
they existed in this period? The only way I know to approach this question is to
look at some of the Vajrayana literature that characterizes this “later classical
petiod” in India, from the eleventh centuty onwards, and to see whether what
Siegel has to say about Caryagiti No. 10 “works” in light of such evidence. In
what follows, I would like to take my lead from Siegel’s article itself, by consid-
ering two questions: 1) what is the relation of the Caryagiti to the larger Vajra-
yana tradition in India and 2) what is the relation of the Vajrayana as depicted
in the Caryagiti to the non-Vajrayana Indian Buddhist traditions?

I. THE CARYAGITI AND THE CLASSICAL INDIAN VAJRAYANA

It is well-known that a Western Protestant model of “‘sects” is not really applic-
able to the Indian Buddhist situation,?’ and this inapplicability holds even
more for the Vajrayana,?® at least during the eighth through twelfth centuries
in India (third period and fourth period). Rather than being defined by schools
or sects, the Indian Vajrayana of this time traces itself through lineages of initia-
tion into the practice of a certain deity and its zenra, transmitted by a particu-
lar master. The situation is rendered complex by the fact that any given individ-
ual might hold or participate in any number of different lineages. Certainly,
one can speak of trends and emphases within the Indian Vajrayana but not of
schools or sects in any real sense of the word. The later Tibetan typologization
of the earlier Vajrayana into “‘#entras’?® and “‘yanas’’3—which in any case does
not purport to identify schools, but rather trends—is no doubt somewhat artifi-
cial. Probably in their systematization the Tibetans left a lot of things out, and
imposed patterns where such did not originally exist in any clear form.

At the same time, the many individual lineages making up the classical
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Vajrayana during this period did not constitute many radically different orien-
tations. They were unified by the fact that they all participated in a single
liturgical structure, expressing a particular understanding of Buddhism. This
fact has led David Snellgrove to remark aptly, “in any studies of the tantras,
one must not permit oneself to be bewildered by the mete appearance of divet-
sity . . . the fundamental pattern and mental process remained the same.”3!

In spite of these facts, scholars have sometimes attempted to divide the
Indian Vajrayana into sects and schools. In reference to the Caryagits, Das
Gupta in his Obscure Religious Cults (hereinafter ORC) contends that the
Caryagiti belong to a separate sect within the Vajrayana, in revolt against the
larger Vajrayana, which he calls the ““Sahajayana,” with practitioners whom he
calls ““Sahajiya Buddhists.’32 Siegel, as noted, follows the same usage.?* Per
Kvaerne indicates the fallacy of this usage in reference generally to the Vajra-
yana and specifically to the Caryagizi. He tells us that the term Sahajayana has
been used to identify a separate school or sect ‘“apparently without textual jus-
tification.” 34 Various authors have “introduced the term Sahajayana, as if there
were a particular yana within Tantric Buddhism characterized solely or at least
chiefly by its dependence on the concept of S#hasa.?s Jean Naudou in his work
Les bouddhistes Kashmiriéns du moyen age confirms and underscores the fal-
lacy of such usage.36

That the Vajrayana of the Caryagiti is not to be set apart from the rest of the
Indian Vajrayana is further indicated by looking at the authors of the Caryagiz:.
Nearly all of these twenty siddhas are central figures within the classical Indian
Vajrayana. They appear not only as authors of these songs, but their “lives” are
found in the standard works on the Indian szddhas,? their philosophical and
commentarial works are preserved in the Tenjur,? and many of their lineages
survived in Tibet.?® One may doubt individual attributions, but the overall
impression one gets is clear and consistent. The Caryagits’s authors were con-
nected with the central Vajrayana deities, petformed their #bbisekas (initia-
tions), taught and commented on the basic #en#ras, and composed songs in a
variety of genres, including that of the Caryagizi. In light of these facts, again
there seems no real justification for seeing Caryagiti as anything other than an
expression of the central, classical Vajrayana.

This discussion leaves an important issue unaddressed. Das Gupta remarks
on the apparent kinship between the Caryagiti and the Buddhist tantric dokas,
(written in Western Apabhramsa): They are both genres of tantric song, com-
posed at roughly the same time, both in vernacular, attributed to some of the
same siddbas, and emphasizing the notion of sehaja (co-emergence).4© The
dohas, and to a much lesser extent the Caryagiti, have a sttong theme of cri-
tique and protest against conventional Buddhism of all sorts, including that of
the Vajrayana. These facts led Das Gupta and others to see the dohas and the
Caryagiti as expressions of a single “‘yoga cult”4! filled with a “spirit of revolt
against the orthodox school . . . [they] decry strongly the conventional prac-



REASSESSMENT OF BENGAL BLACKIE

tices of Buddhism and launch the bitterest attack on the commonly accepted
practices and religious views of the orthodox systems.”42 Particulatly in the
dohas of Saraha*? one finds what appears to be a trenchant criticism of classical
Vajrayana meditation and liturgy.44 If the Caryagiti and the dohas are not to be
understood as a separate ‘“‘tantric offshoot,” then how does one account for this
spirit of protest?

The answer is complex, but has to do with the fact that the different types of
primary (as opposed to commentarial) Indian Vajrayana composition perform
different functions within the overall economy of its literature. Thus within the
Indian Vajrayana, one finds three major, distinctive genres of primary composi-
tion: Tantric liturgical composition; various types of tantric hagiography, and
the tantric songs. To a large extent, these three major types of composition cot-
respond to the three types of surviving primary fexts: the liturgical composi-
tions survive mainly as the classical zen¢ras, %> the hagiographies as the Vajrayana
“lives” (Tib: rnam.thar),% and the songs in the collections of Caryagiti and
dohas.47 But, on the other hand, one finds each of the three genres of Vajra-
yana composition existing in some form in all the three types of extant primary
literature. For example, the Tantric songs are found primarily in the collections
referred to above, but one also finds the same types of songs in the (collective
and individual) biographies of the siddhas and also within the liturgical frame-
work of the zantras.48 Relevant to the present discussion, one finds the songs in
the biographies and the zanz#ras not to be fundamentally different in author or
content from the dohas: there is the emphasis on s#hasa, (in the biographies)
the same szddhas appear as authots who are the authorts of the #oAas and the
Caryagiti, and one often finds the same kind of “spirit of protest” that charac-
terizes the dohas and the Caryagiti. This suggests that the “spirit of protest” is
not necessarily to be understood as an out and out rejection by a “tantric off-
shoot” of the rest of the Vajrayana—or of conventional non-Vajrayana Bud-
dhism either. But, if this is so, then what can the meaning of this spirit of pro-
test be?

One finds in the Indian Vajrayana two central concetns operative on many
different levels and in many contexts. First, is a type of viz negativa, whereby
one’s (subjectively referring) egocentricity and (objectively referring) precon-
ceptions about things are progressively exposed and dissolved. This is carried
out both through disciplines and meditation techniques common to all of Bud-
dhism, and also through those specifically Vajrayanist. This concern corre-
sponds to the central thrust of the Madhyamaka, to erode and dispel substan-
tialistic ideas about oneself and the external world through discovery of their
emptiness ($Znyata).

The second concern of the Indian Vajrayana is equally important, and
involves seeing “what remains” when emptiness is realized. What remains is
not nothing (which would be a nihilism eschewed by all major trends of Bud-
dhism), but rather a “world” that is pure and sacred. It is pure because it
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appears as it is, empty of the egocentric distortions of conceptual thought
(vikalpa). 1t is sacred because it manifests itself in its own characteristic way,
which the Vajrayana prefers to leave unnamed, but suggests through terms such
as “‘co-emetgence”’ (sahaja) and luminosity (prabhasvara).

This two-fold concern is found as an undetlying structure in all three types of
primary Vajrayana composition—the liturgies, the biographies, and the songs.
In the liturgies, it is exptessed in the common, fundamental structure of
Vajrayanist ritual. One first meditates on §Znzyara, thereby emptying one’s
mind of obstructing concepts. Secondly, one visualizes (xzpattrikrama) within
emptiness a presence which is ritually empowered as a sacred presence, and
which is none other than the figuration of the sacredness of the world.4® Finally,
one concludes with an extended meditation on emptiness (sempannakrama), so
that even that sacredness itself does not become the subject of obstructing con-
cepts and preconceptions.

This same two-fold concern is expressed in the biographies, particularly in
the ways in which the szddbas train theit disciples. In the beginning of training,
a pronounced vz negativa is often followed, whereby the disciple is challenged
to abandon his previous preconceptions about reality.’® The second concern
begins to manifest itself gradually as the disciple’s preconceptions give way, and
he begins to notice a pure wotld in which he lives and of which he is, in some
mysterious way, more and more an expression.

This two-fold concern is also expressed in the zanzric songs, both those that
we find in the zantras and biographies, and also those that we find in the doba
and Caryagiti collections. Here, parallelling the division of labor performed by
the three major types of primary Vajrayana literature, the 4obas tend to empha-
size the first concern of f2nyata. Thus, the dohas critique every form of egocen-
tric preoccupation, particulatly religious ones, more particularly Buddhist ones,
and most particularly Vajrayanist ones. They express criticism as the gateway
through which one must pass to the expetience of sacredness. This corresponds
to the initial meditation on §#nyata in the tantric liturgies. And the dohas
express the emptiness of all worldly and otherworldly preoccupations and phe-
nomena as an end point, corresponding to the concluding meditation on emp-
tiness at the end of the tantric liturgies. In the zenzras, the songs and other
material corresponding to the dohas ate characteristically found precisely in the
sampannakrama sections of the liturgy.>!

When seen in context, the protest of the dohas, fat from being evidence that
the dohas represent a rejection of classical Vajrayana, is rather an articulate and
characteristic expression of a particular moment of classical Vajrayana experi-
ence.

The Caryagiti, on the other hand, tend to emphasize, in a yogic idiom that
often makes them difficult to understand, the second of the two Vajrayana con-
cerns, that of sacredness. As suggested above, this is a sacredness that is not to
be understood as separate from emptiness, but rather as the more ‘positive’
dimensions of the ultimate experience of §#nyata. >
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II. THE CARYAGITI, THE VAJRAYANA, AND BUDDHISM

It may be accepted that the Caryagir: ate a dimension of the classical Vajrayana
during the period under consideration, but how is one to view the place of the
Vajrayana itself, within the larger Indian Buddhist tradition during this same
period? The understanding of the Caryagizi and dohas as a “bitter . . . attack”
on conventional Buddhism, the apparent continuities between Hindu and
Buddhist Tantra, and the nature of the Vajrayana itself have led several scholars
to hold that the Vajrayana and particularly the Caryagits are only nominally
Buddhist. Thus Das Gupta tells us that the Vajrayana of the Caryagizi ““not-
withstanding the Buddhistic tone and color which it assumes, is essentially an
esoteric yoga cult.’33 Seigel, as noted, follows suit.

To begin with, it should be noted that the more we find out about the his-
toty and development of Buddhism both before and during the third period
and the fourth periods in India, the less discontinuous from the larger Buddhist
world the Vajrayana appears. In fact, Vajrayana ways of speaking and practicing
run throughout Buddhist history, sometimes as an undercurrent, sometimes
more overtly.>¢ Part of the reason this fact has not been appreciated is that we
have tended to read Buddhism itself in terms of its more philosophical expres-
sions. The resulting one-sidedness has left aside counterbalancing trends of
magic, liturgy, and “meditation on forms” that ate important at every period
of Buddhist history.

A look at the Vajrayana system itself as evidenced in its classical Indian litera-
ture also confirms its continuity with eatlier Buddhism in its concern to tran-
scend ego and ‘‘see things as they are.” And, in continuity with the Mahayana
ethical stance, quite as fully as in the conventional Mahayana, Vajrayana prac-
tice is understood to be carried out under the aegis of the unbreakable sodh:-
sattva commitment to the welfare and ultimate enlightenment of all sentient
beings.>>

In addition, the Indian Vajrayanists as seen in their literature seem to have
understood themselves as integrally Buddhist. Naudou pertinently observes
that ““far from opposing itself to the Mahayana as the latter opposes itself to the
Hinayana, [the Vajrayana] is not conscious of being different from [the Maha-
yana].’’¢ And Kvaerne notes that “it is too often forgotten that [Buddhist]*
Tantric ideas and practices never existed independently of the wider fold of
Mahayana—a tantric master like Adayavajra, followed by the Tibetan tradi-
tion, divides Mahayana into paramita-naya and mantra-naya (tantras). The
basic ideas of Mahayana are always subjacent in Tantric ritual.’57

The preceding leaves several important questions undiscussed. If the Vajra-
yana and its Caryagits duting this period can be understood as integral expres-
sions of classical Indian Buddhism, then what is one to make of the Vajrayana’s
and particularly Caryagits’s apparent continuities with the Hindu Tantra? Sec-

*my addition
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ondly, what is the role of the unconventionality that is incontrovertibly part of
the Vajrayana? And, thirdly, how is one to interpret its sexual imagery? All
three issues would seem to call into question the fundamentally Buddhist
nature of the Vajrayana and Caryagits.

a. Hindu and Buddhbist Tantra

Basing themselves on undeniable similarities between the Hindu and Buddhist
tantras, scholats have often tended to treat the two as subsets of the same reli-
gious orientation.’® Das Gupta in discussing the Caryagiti takes this ap-
proach,’® even quite incorrectly using the term *‘Sahajiya,” a Vaishnavite appel-
lation, to apply to the Vajrayana of the Caryagizi.5° Siegel takes the same
approach, attempting to clarify the Caryagizi by using specifically Hindu Tan-
tric terminology;$! by attributing to the Caryagizi Hindu Tanttic emphases and
concerns;$? by seeing behind the Caryagiti a Hindu Tantric cosmological frame-
work;$3 and by finding in the Caryagiti the same central ritual activity as in the
Hindu Tantra.®4

As noted above, such a mixing of terminology 74y have characterized the
first period and perhaps also to a lesser extent the second period of the Indian
Vajrayana, but by the time of the literature surviving from the classical third
petiod and fourth period, such a mixing occurs only rarely.

At least by the time of the literatute of the third period and fourth period,
the Hindu and Buddhist Tantra would appear to be interested in different
things. The former appears to aim at perception and worship of the primal real-
ity of the cosmos revealed as the Goddess, Devi, or as Siva and Sakti, who have
historical and cosmological, as well as yogic dimensions. The Buddhist Tantra,
by contrast, aims at a perception of the ultimate nature of immediate experi-
ence, a perception that is primarily understood to be inseparable from egoless-
ness, emptiness, and liberation.

During the third period and fourth period, not only the specific intention of
the Buddhist Tantra and its integrally Buddhist context, but also its various
components would appear to be markedly different from those of the Hindu
Tantra. In the Buddhist Tantra, feminine energy is undetstood as equanani-
mous, spacious, and intelligent, while masculine energy is the more active and
externally transforming. In Hindu Tantra, as is well known, the roles are
reversed and, even in reversed form, quite dissimilar. In Buddhist Tantra of
these petiods literal sexual activity seems to have played sometimes a major,
sometimes a minor, and sometimes (in the monastic context) a non-existent
role, whereas in Hindu Tantra, it is considered a central part of the classical
sadhana. In the Buddhist Tantra of these periods, caste purity and pollution are
not fundamental issues, in contrast to Hindu Tantra. In Hindu Tantra, the aim
to achieve the primal cosmic unity through yoga contrasts sharply with the Bud-
dhist disavowal of such a concern for #/o tempore in the Vajrayana. The yogic
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processes of Buddhist and Hindu Tantra also appear quite different in inten-
tion.6> Lastly, even the tetm sahayz appeats to intend two very different things
in the two traditions. In the Hindu Tantra, it indicates a ““natural”” way, accom-
modating the base human tendencies of this Kali Yuga. In the Buddhist Tan-
tra, sahaja is bound up with an opposite, optimistic evaluation of the human
potentiality, stressing the possibility of enlightenment in one life. Here sehaja
indicates the perception of the inseparability of sezséra and nirvapa (thus “co-
emergence’’) and the proximity of enlightenment with ordinary experience.
Finally, it should be mentioned that the Buddhist Tantrics themselves, in so far
as they are reflected in hagiographies from these periods, were at great pains to
register moral and metaphysical objection to the Hindu Tantra and the litera-
ture indicates a continual tension and contention between the two traditions. %6

b. Unconventionality in the Vasrayana

A look at the three major genres of Indian Vajrayana composition might seem
to confirm the existence of a gap separating the Vajrayina from the rest of
Indian Buddhism during the third period and the fourth period, and this is
particularly suggested by descriptions of often rather extreme unconventional-
ity among the siddhas. The siddhas wete usually non-monastic, often following
the lifestyles of hermit or wandering yogz, though also appearing as layman or
monk. As depicted in the Indian hagiographies, their relationship to the fixed
codes of their general Indian and specifically Buddhist environment was ambig-
uous. They adopted a particular lifestyle and followed its conventions, but they
are frequently shown acting in a manner contradictoty to conventional codes—
sometimes in the most outrageous fashion. They are shown as awe-inspiring
men and women who had attained the two siddhis—enlightenment itself and
miraculous powers. They are charactetized by unpredictability and, in seeming
flagrant contradiction to Buddhist ethics, they are often depicted (even while
monks) as drinking liquor and cohabiting with low caste women. It is a legiti-
mate question to ask what this has to do with Buddhism.

A close look at the hagiographies of the period suggest that rather than call-
ing the siddhas unconventional and seeing them as unvaryingly so, it might be
more accurate to call them non-conventional—i.e., neither conventional nor
unconventional. This is so, because in the literature, they are often depicted as
extremely conventional and, for those siddhas who were monks and laymen,
one has the impression that most of the time, most of them were quite faithful
to the conventions of their contexts.

What makes the difference between the szddhas’ conventionality and their
unconventionality? In the literature, the szddhas ate shown as following forms
of convention for the same reason that they break them—to teach others.
Taranatha tells us that a certain Indian ssddba purposely hid his true level of
realization because he saw that revealing it would not help those around him.¢7
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On the other hand, when the excessively scrupulous Brahmin Bhadrapa meets
his teacher, the latter as conditions of giving teaching requires Bhadrapa to
come to the cremation grounds at midnight, bringing liquor and potk, and
eventually has Bhadrapa cleaning latrines, all disasterously polluting actions for
a man of his caste.

The telling point in these biographies is one that characterizes Indian Bud-
dhism as a whole: enlightenment itself is disjunct from any established code of
ethics or behavior, although it will (particularly in the Mahayana, by virtue of
the bodhisattva’s commitment) express itself in an active and energetic way in
relation to any code, sometimes by upholding it, sometimes by contradicting
it. Enlightenment itself reveals things as they are, and any given behavioral
norm has no assigned value in and of itself, but only within its existing context
and in relation to its helpfulness to enlightenment. If the siddhas ate depicted
as unconventional, it is not through any inherent rejection of the relative value
of caste or of conventional Buddhist norms, but rather because they are under-
stood to be acting under the Mahayana injunction to help others, even if this
involves breaking (even) Buddhist conventions to do it.%8 Interestingly enough,
the szddha biographies reveal the szddbas continually critical of their more con-
ventional Mahayana brethren because they find the latter too tame, and unwill-
ing to extend themselves far enough in fulfillment of their bodhisattva vows.

c. Sexual Imagery in the Vajrayana

As in earlier Buddhism, so in the Vajrayana of the eighth to twelfth centuries in
India, enlightenment is often expressed as bipolar in nature: one can speak of a
subject not bound up in ego, and of a world seen as it is. In the classical Vajra-
yana, this bipolarity is referred to as the inseparability of wisdom (sZ@rna—the
wisdom of the individual) and great bliss (7ahasukha—the experienced quality
of the world). But how might one indicate these two which are in fact not two
but one? In the Vajrayana this mystety is often depicted in the tantric iconogra-
phy of a transcendental couple in embrace.

The sexual imagety so prevalent in this petiod of the Vajrayana not only indi-
cates something about the goal, but also something important about the path,
expressed in the saying quoted in the Hevasra Tantra: **By passion the world is
bound, by passion released.”¢ It is important not to understand this dictum in
a purely naive and literal fashion, as if the Vajrayana were saying that by indis-
criminantly indulging in sexual passion and breaking social or religious conven-
tions, liberation might somehow be attained. There are in fact stories in Tibe-
tan tradition about individuals who came to gtief because they took this saying
too literally. But then what is the meaning of this oft-repeated Vajrayana
dictum?

“By passion the world is bound, by passion released,” is to say that the rela-
tive world itself provides the means by which liberation may be attained. This
is, of coutse, a basic idea in all Buddhist schools. This characteristically Vajra-
yana formulation means to point to the inherent purity of the ordinary world.
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Even passion, that most fundamental of samsaric defilements can, because of
its inherent purity, become a means to liberation. This notion parallels in ear-
lier Buddhism, to take just two examples, the notion of andasrava dharmas in
the Sarvastivida Abhidharma and of paratantra svabbava in the Yogacara.”

In the Vajrayana of this period, this inherent purity of the various aspects of
the phenomenal world—passion and the other defilements—was an empha-
sized subject of practice.”

It would appear that the dictum in the classical Vajrayana, “‘by passion the
world is bound, by passion freed”” intends passion in its various senses,”? but
more broadly and more accurately it intends every aspect of conditioned experi-
ence. In the early days of the Vajrayana in India (first petiod and second period)
and also during the third period and fourth period, sexual activity seems to
have been one context of practice, but never the only one and often not the
main one.” At other times in India and in Tibet, the references to explicit sex-
ual rites were often understood in a purely symbolic manner. We should also
keep in mind that within the Vajrayana context, even the later commentators
didn’t think that the main point was whether references to sexual activity were
literal or purely symbolic, but rather that the real point lay elsewhere. As the
Hevafra Tantra says, in reference to sabaya, it is not quite passion nor yet the
absence of passion that is the key issue: ‘“Neither passion nor the absence of
passion is found there, nor yet a middle state. Because of its freedom from all
three, sabaya is called perfect enlightenment.”’7s

CONCLUSION

It would thus appear that when we take Kanha’s Caryagizs #10, itself an expres-
sion of the classical, and most likely later classical period of the Indian Vajra-
yana (11th-13th c. CE), and look at it in the context of other evidence from the
same petiod, we would see a context of interpretation for Kanha'’s song differ-
ent from the one suggested by Lee Siegel on two major points. First, the
Caryagiti in this context is not an expression of an abetrant, renegade Vajrayana
tradition, but rather an integral expression of the classical Vajrayana itself. This
is appreciated when we propetly understand the structure of the Indian Vajra-
yana, as well as the particular idiom of the Caryagiti and the way its “spirit of
protest” is an expression of a central moment within the classical Vajrayana.

Secondly, the Caryagit:’s Vajrayana does not see itself as rejecting earlier Bud-
dhism and replacing it with a different type of religiosity. Instead, the Vajra-
yana clearly sees itself as the legitimate inheritor of classical Indian Buddhism
and as a development within the latter. This is appreciated when we note the
fully Buddhist ambience of the Vajrayana, its self-understanding as a Mahayan-
ist tradition, its important role within the Buddhist monastic system, its funda-
mental discontinuities with Hindu Tantra, and the way in which its unconven-
tionality and sexual imagery represent Vajrayana ways of stating and realizing
traditional Buddhist concerns.

As noted above, this is not to deny the possibility of other earlier, less Bud-
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dhicized contexts in which songs such as Kagha’s may have been differently
understood, particularly during the first period and second period of the Indian
Vajrayana. It is as an hypothesis for such an earlier period’s hermeneutics that
the general tenor of Siegel’s interpretations are interesting. But for the classical
petiods of the Vajrayana, and particularly for the fourth period, the eleventh
and twelfth centuries C.E. from which the Caryagizs #10 and its commentary
comes, such a reading would seem clearly inappropriate.
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