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__Preface to the Princeton Classics
Edition __

THE PATH that led to Passionate Enlightenment can be traced to an
exhibition of Tibetan paintings I attended as a sophomore in
college. I was captivated by images of boldly dancing and leaping
females with billowing hair framing supple limbs, unclad bodies
draped with delicate adornments fashioned from flowers and
bone, and intense gazes seeming to penetrate the depths of
reality. They conveyed freedom, mastery, and spiritual power.
Their portrayal was unlike any female imagery 1 had
encountered in Western art, and I felt compelled to find out
about the women who inspired such potent images. When
scholarly literature provided scant answers, my interest
intensified into a quest that set the course of my academic
journey through art history, language study, Buddhist studies,
and fieldwork in South Asia—the heartland of Buddhist Tantra,
or Vajrayana, in the eighth through twelfth centuries CE and
still host to the living tradition.

My research was part of an emerging (and ongoing) effort
across disciplines and around the globe by feminist scholars of
many cultures and ethnicities to restore women'’s stories, voices,
and views to the historical record. In many cases, such as the
present volume, the discoveries revise our understanding of the
period, movement, or tradition in question.

I turned next to the female divinities of South Asian and
Himalayan Buddhism. I traced the evolution of the pantheon
through the twelfth century and had more scope to delve into
the Vajrayana deities. Results of this research were published in



Buddhist Goddesses of India (Princeton University Press, 2006).
Passionate  Enlightenment  establishes the female-affirming
orientation of the tradition as one that stipulates honor for
women and requires reverential attitudes, behaviors, and rituals
(such as stri-piija, ceremonial “worship of women”) from male
practitioners. The founding roles of female visionaries, gurus,
and teachers evince esteem for the guiding wisdom of women.
The principles and practices are embedded in the gynocentric
metaphysical matrix of Vajrayana cosmology, ontology,
epistemology, and soteriology. By the second century CE,
Mahayana had recognized two metaphysical ultimates as
feminine, namely, emptiness and wisdom. Emptiness (Siinyata, a
feminine noun) is the matrix of reality, the cosmic womb, the all-
encompassing space wherein all phenomena arise and dissolve in
endless stream. The maternal source of enlightenment is the
liberating wisdom (prajfid, a feminine noun) that crowns the
spiritual quest, personified as a glorious golden goddess
installed at the apex of the pantheon as the eternal mother who
gives birth to all Buddhas and the ever-flowing font of all that
Buddhas teach.

Vajrayana enlarged the female pantheon and expanded the
scope of female primacy to encompass a full range of generative,
transformative, and liberative powers. For instance, the blue
female Buddha Nairatmya personifies emptiness. Her bodily hue
evokes sky and infinite space, representing the universal
expanse of awareness freed from the bounds of separate
selfhood. She is the root source of mantras, the essential element
of all Vajrayana practice. Mantras activate the power of sound to
transform consciousness and attune practitioners to the deities
and sacred realities. In the esoteric yogic method of karmic
purification at the subtle anatomical level, the transforming
power is a feminine force, the inner heat or fire (candali) that is
kindled in the navel chakra and spread through the body,



incinerating karmic dross. The inner flame is personified by the
fiery red goddess Candali, whose ferocity heralds that she can
burn through any karmic obstacle in her path. Although primary
source as female finds many expressions in the Vajrayana
domain, Buddhism has never held that what is real and true is
fully expressible or definable. The Vajrayana imaginaire is
evocative rather than literally descriptive on grounds that all
verbal and visual renderings are offered to inspire practitioners
for whom they are meaningful and liberating.

An issue frequently raised since the book was published is
whether Vajrayana is hetero-normative. The question arises
because of the pervasive use of male-female pairing (of deities,
doctrines, ritual components, and visual and symbolic motifs)
throughout the system. Moreover, instructions for sexual yogic
practices describe the differing anatomy and roles of male and
female partners. To assess the import of the focus on male-
female coupling, it is helpful to consider cultural perspectives
on gender identity, sexual identity, and same-sex relations that
were in place well before and during the centuries when
Vajrayana emerged, as attested in scriptures, mythic narratives,
erotic manuals, and religious arts. In the South Asian purview,
there is no “gender identity” in the Western sense. Across the
religious spectrum, personal traits are considered adventitious,
fluctuating over a lifetime and across multiple lives, while
identity resides in a deeper, enduring core, such as the soul
(atman) in Hindu contexts and Buddha-nature (tathagata-garbha)
in Buddhism.

Absent belief in stable gender identity, gender fluidity wends
through the cultural terrain in many variations of gender
changes, transvestism, and androgyny, both human and divine.
Instances of all these phenomena in the stories and images of
supreme deities provide divine exemplars and a hallowed
template for the human realm. Nor was South Asian thinking



bound to a binary gender system. For at least two millennia, the
Sanskrit vocabulary has included a third gender, “neither man
nor woman” (napumsaka), a capacious category with no pejorative
connotation. Myriad constellations of third gender persons and
directions of sexual desire were recognized. Same-sex
attractions, desires, and acts were included on the sexual
spectrum as “male-male” and “female-female” without
evaluative comment or placement in a distinct category. The
concept of “sexual identity” would be misplaced in this setting
and entered Western discourse only when “homosexual” came
into the lexicon to designate a kind of person (rather than a
behavior) in the late nineteenth century and “heterosexual”
acquired its current meaning in the mid-twentieth century.
Considering the cultural landscape in which Vajrayana took
root, we can better assess whether the focus on male-female
coupling intentionally prescribes heterosexuality or prohibits or
excludes homoerotic relations. There was no salient homophobia
with which to contend and no controversy surrounding
homoeroticism on which the founders of Vajrayana might be
prompted to take a stand. Vajrayana did renounce the prevalent
form of sexual discrimination, which was based on a hierarchy of
social class (four main castes and their subdivisions) and
strictures designed to safeguard the purity of members of the
highest, priestly class from pollution by the lower classes. Close
bodily contact and exchange of bodily fluids posed the greatest
dangers. Therefore, sexual misconduct revolved around cross-
caste relationships, which are minutely catalogued by
combinations of castes and subcastes and considerations of which
partner was male and female, the level of contact (from kissing
to coition), whether it happened once or more, whether it was
done knowingly, and the seriousness of each violation and
attendant penalty. Cross-caste marriage and ensuing progeny
are classified to a similar degree. Male-male and female-female



relations find rare mention and do not in themselves constitute
sexual misconduct. Vajrayana scriptures reject caste
discrimination and pollution taboos, exhorting practitioners to
refrain from making distinctions based on social categories and
norms. When practitioners gather for a ritual, feast and drink
together, or select Tantric partners, they are enjoined to give no
thought to purity or impurity and who is highborn or low.
Tantric partners are to be chosen on the basis of spiritual
compatibility, such as commensurate advancement on the path
or a karmic connection developed over lifetimes, regardless of
suitability by social standards. From the standpoint of nondual
wisdom, all conceptual and verbal constructs are context-
specific and not ultimately applicable. The equality that reigns
in Tantric circles and ceremonial life reflects the ontological
view that reality is an indivisible whole and that all beings are
enlightened in essence. The equality and sacredness of all living
beings is revealed when seen truly, with the purified vision of
enlightened awareness.

The central Tantric practice is deity yoga, a process of
envisioning oneself as a deity in order to awaken the divine
qualities and powers that are present but latent. Men and
women can visualize themselves as a male or female deity, and
there are many among which to choose, from luminously
peaceful to blazingly ferocious. The gender of the deities is
fluidic; they manifest different bodies to serve different persons,
populations, and purposes. In a conversation that unfolded
between a Buddha couple in sexual embrace, the male Buddha
declared that he is woman, man, and “neither man nor woman”
(napumsaka) and that the same is true of his female partner. A
distinctive contribution of Tantra to the Buddhist historical
stream was to integrate intimate relationships and erotic
experience into practices on the path to enlightenment.
Vajrayana was expanding the repertoire of spiritual disciplines



to include sexuality, not foreclosing on what forms of sexuality
are allowed or acceptable. The purpose of sexual yoga is to
elevate the pleasures of erotic communion to higher octaves of
bliss, while meditative focus on lovemaking is a portal to
nondual wisdom. According to Tantric embryology, a drop of
pure bliss joins the egg and sperm at the moment of conception
and settles in the heart, ready to be awakened. Therefore, the
experience of bliss depends on having a body, not a body of a
particular gender. If a Tantric scripture or treatise describing
sexual yoga for same-sex partners has survived, it has not yet
been discovered, but one may yet be written. Tantra is a
tradition of ongoing revelation, allowing for adaptation to
different settings and historical moments.

Even in the known texts and published materials, however,
most of the methods to heighten pleasure, direct energy through
the subtle yogic anatomy, and share energy to accelerate the
process do not vary according to the gender(s) of the partners
and can be applied in homoerotic context, as Tibetologist Jeffrey
Hopkins has illustrated for male couples.! To do so is fully in the
spirit, if not the letter, of Tantra. A necessary element of the
practice is to relinquish ordinary perceptions and conceptions of
one’s partner as a separate “self” with definable traits in favor of
seeing their sacred core. Relating to one another as divinities,
the partners leave the illusions of conventional reality behind,
merge in oneness, and reach a state of transcendent bliss and
nondual awareness.

The male-female pairing is a metaphor, not a prescriptive or
proscriptive view of sexual partnering. Buddhism has
perennially recognized the myriad methods and teachings of the
tradition as conventional. The goal of full awakening is singular,
but ways to express and attain it are ever evolving and limitless.
Any duality invoked in a visual or verbal teaching is intended to
point beyond itself and serve as a means of transport to an



experiential realization, like a raft that is abandoned on the
shore once the river has been crossed. Therefore, the imagery of
male and female is conventional, not descriptive in an ultimate
or essentialist way. Dual pairs are provided to signal the

differences and separations that dissolve in the nondual state of
enlightened awareness.
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