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DEDICATION AND BENEDICTION

Namas te, reverent greetings to you.
Reverent greetings to the One who dwells within you, as you.

Reverent greetings to the divine Light of Consciousness that
manifests as this entire universe of tangible and intangible things; that
makes all experience possible; and that shines forth in the form of true
wisdom, the spontaneously blissful intuition of its own self-luminous
nature.

May all apparent obstacles to the unfolding of our path and the
completion of this work be dissolved through the realization that they
are not separate from Consciousness—that they are the Path, and they
are the Work.

May diving into the nectarean ocean of the Tantrik teachings support
you in the journey to awareness of your own true nature, joyously
raising you far beyond what your mind ever thought possible for you,
into a whole new expansive world of wonder.

Knowing your own Self, may you shine the light of that sublime
Awareness out to include all beings. May you thus become a
manifestation of divine grace in this world for the benefit of all beings.

This book is dedicated to You.
May all beings be free! May all beings be free! May all beings be free!

Harih Om Tat Sat



NONDUAL INVOCATION
TO THE DIVINE

Atma tvam Girija matih sahacarah pranah sariram
grham
Pija te visayopabhoga-racana nidra samadhi-sthitih |
Saficarah padayoh pradaksina-vidhih stotrani sarva
girah
Yad-yat karma karomi tat-tad-akhilarih Sambho
tavaradhanam ||



Atma tvam
Girija matih

You are my Self, my core, my essence.

The Goddess is my mind.

sahacarah prdndh My pranas are Your attendants.
sariram grham My body is Your temple.
pﬁjd te Enjoying the objects of the senses is
visayopabhoga-
racana my worship of You.
nidra samadhi-sthitih My sleep is Your state of samadhi.
Saﬁcdrah padayoh Wherever [ walk,
pradaksina-vidhih I am performing pradaksina of You.
stotrani sarva girah All my words are hymns of praise to
. ' You.
Yad—yat karma Whatever actions I perform,
karomi
tat-tad-akhilam they are all worship of You,
Sambho O Benevolent One!
tavaradhanam

Jaya jaya Karunabdhe Sri Mahadeva Sambho!

Hail! Hail! O ocean of compassion! O reverend Great Divinity! O
Benevolent Lord!






PREFACE

UNIQUENESS OF THE PRESENT VOLUME

The book you hold in your hands is the first of its kind. That is, it is
the first introduction to the history of Tantra and its philosophy written
for a general audience.” The present volume is unique in combining
these three characteristics: 1) it is intended for a readership other than
professional scholars, that is, both spiritual practitioners (yogis) and
undergraduate students; 2) it provides a thorough overview of classical
Tantra (8"-12™ centuries); and 3) it is based on the original manuscript
sources in Sanskrit and the best of the scholarship produced over the

last thirty years, especially the major research breakthroughs in Tantrik

studies in the last ten years.

NEED FOR THIS BOOK

This book meets a specific need, for outside of a relatively small circle
of scholars, awareness of the huge impact of the Tantrik religions on the
development of Asian spiritual thought is still virtually unknown. In
university courses on Indian religion, it is either not taught, or it is
touched on briefly in a grossly distorted manner. And in countless
popular books like the recent American Veda, doctrines that come out of
Tantra are mistakenly identified as belonging to other streams of Indian
religion.2 A book for the wider readership is needed to set the record
straight, give credit where credit is due, and provide accurate answers
to the many questions that the more thoughtful practitioners of modern
yoga are starting to ask about “the real Tantra.”

THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

The purpose of this book is to clearly and effectively answer the



following questions:

% What is Tantra?

++ What are its basic spiritual and philosophical ideas?

* What is its history and who are its main figures?

¢ What are its fundamental practices?

< What is the significance of Tantra to the broader history of Indian
yoga?

% To what extent is it possible to incorporate Tantrik teachings and
practices into a modern Western yoga practice?

The book has an additional purpose as well—to offer the reader an
immersion into a spiritual worldview that (if she chooses to work with it
deeply) can trigger radical personal transformation and permanently
expanded awareness.

SCOPE OF THE PRESENT VOLUME

You may wonder what the phrase “classical Tantra” refers to. It
distinguishes our subject matter from the later Hindu Tantra and hatha-
yoga traditions, and also from modern Western neo-Tantra. The classical
Tantra treated in this volume is associated with a specific religious
tradition, the religion of Siva-Sakti, also known as Shaivism, the
dominant religion of India in the medieval period. But there is also the
important category of Buddhist Tantra; thus some readers will wish to
know its relation to what I am calling classical Tantra. (If you are not
interested in this question, please skip to “How to read this book,”
below.) To answer the question briefly (since more detail is given later
on), I believe that this book is a good introduction to Tantra, even for

those interested in its Buddhist form, because the latter is so very



similar to classical Siva-Sakti Tantra. This is not coincidental; the
practices of Buddhist Tantra that are not found in earlier (non-Tantrik)
Buddhism were directly adopted from classical Siva-Sakti Tantra.
Furthermore, much of the spiritual philosophy of Buddhism that is
unique to its Tantrik phase (the teachings of Dzogchen, for example) is
extremely similar to the nondual Tantrik teachings at the core of the
present volume.? I believe that future scholarship will show that the
Tantrik tradition that flourished in the Himalayan region transcended
the rigid religious boundaries that are of such importance to religious
conservatives and scholars.®* Though we don’t know with certainty the
direction of influence between nondual Siva-Sakti Tantra and the
teachings of Dzogchen, this book, though it focuses on Saiva (= Siva-
Sakti) Tantra, can indeed function as an adequate orientation to Tantra
in general, i.e., to the worldview and practices shared by the various

Tantrik religions.

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

This is not exactly like other books you have read. It uses a couple of
different voices, since it attempts to bridge the gap between those who
have a serious spiritual interest in the subject and those who have a
scholarly interest in it but cannot read Sanskrit well. Much of the time it
is informal and easy to read, and occasionally it is a little more difficult
and philosophical. Therefore it is written in a way that makes it possible
to skip ahead or even skip around. Don’t get bogged down in a difficult
passage. You will enjoy the book more and be more successful at

understanding it if you make it through once, skipping whatever seems



too dense for you, and then go back for a more thorough second read.
There are also many Sanskrit words in parentheses, which are not
necessary to pay attention to at first. In fact, most things in parentheses
are adding nuances that you needn’t worry about the first time through.
The same goes for the endnotes: they provide more information and
discussion for those already familiar with the material in the main body
of the text. Some of the endnotes are scholarly; others simply add more

detail.

Since the subject matter of the book is not linear, but more like a web
of knowledge, you can feel free to skip around if you like. Let yourself
engage in a conversation with this book, and the potentially mind-
altering or even life-changing experience it offers to you will be of a

much fuller quality.

This book is an introduction to the history as well as the philosophy
of classical Tantra. The standard scholarly format would be to present
the history first, since it provides the context for what follows, but the
historical material can be dense for anyone not already motivated by
love for the philosophy. We have chosen, then, to place the spiritual
philosophy up front, after an introduction that explores the definition of
the term tantra. If the quasi-scholarly introduction seems too dense, and
you want to dive right into the spiritual teachings, feel free. On the
other hand, if you are already somewhat educated in Shaivism, the
introduction and the history sections may hold the greatest interest for
you, since the research presented there is cutting-edge and may very
well surprise you.

Once you have read through the book once or twice, I invite you to
return to especially difficult or profound passages so you can
contemplate them further. Such passages are marked with a special
symbol (see the key below). You also may wish to select quotes that



move or intrigue you and work with them in a spiritual process, as
described in the section on The Empowered Means.
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four) and receiving her sublime teachings, I started to fall in love with
the texts of Shaivism from which she quoted. At her Catskills ashram, I
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and Douglas Brooks.

Contact with these scholars led me to commit to attending university
to study this tradition full time. The instruction and loving mentorship I
received from Muller-Ortega and Brooks at the University of Rochester
provided an invaluable foundation. There being no graduate program in
Sanskrit at Rochester, I next attended the University of California at
Berkeley, where I was taught Sanskrit grammar by two masters of the
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watershed in my academic education, though, came when I enrolled in



the Master of Philosophy program in Classical Indian Religions at the
University of Oxford (United Kingdom), where 1 was fortunate to be
tutored (often one-on-one) by the greatest living scholar of Saiva Tantra
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much from this great scholar and truly fine man. (Note that this
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This book owes its greatest debt, though, to Professor Sanderson,
whose influence can be felt on nearly every page (especially in the
history section). His example formed my ideal of absolute intellectual
integrity, which entails relentless pursuit of the truth as part of a
community of scholars engaged in longitudinal study that prioritizes the
field as a whole over personal glory. He taught me the value of admitting
when I don’t know, of sacrificing my own agenda and sense of how I
would like things to be in deference to the truth, and of striving to be as
transparent a mediator as possible in the act of transmitting the words
and ideas of the ancient masters to students of the present day. I bow to
the vast ocean of his knowledge. I am not at all sure that he will approve
of the synthesis of historical scholarship and constructive theology that
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these and his patient, personal instruction that I owe nearly all of my



understanding of the history of Tantra.
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to all of the teachers named above. It has been further enhanced
recently by my contact with two excellent practice teachers, Adyashanti
and Dharmabodhi Sarasvati. The former is not educated in the Tantrik
view, yet his teachings are perfectly aligned with it, and sitting with him
in retreat has powerfully affected me. The latter is highly educated in
the Tantrik tradition and its yogas, and his insight into practice, based
on extensive personal experience, has been extremely helpful in
clarifying for me aspects of this path. He has been very generous in
supporting the writing of this book, reviewing the manuscript, and
hosting me at his ashram in Thailand. These two teachers helped me
bring my practice and understanding to a whole new level.

The North American yoga community has showered me with
incredible love and support, inspiring me to bring these teachings to a
wider audience. Without it, this book would not have been written.

At the deepest level, the one without whom none of this would have
happened is Gurumayi. The spiritual awakening I had through her grace
catalyzed a process of unfolding that allowed me to encounter the words
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be a mere intellectualist, dessicated of spirit, wondering what it might
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never forget the blessing she gave me in 1997, when I left her ashram to
attend university to study this tradition full time. To her, to my parents
(of course), and to all my beloved teachers, one thousand humble
pranams.

NOTE FROM THE ILLUSTRATOR



“Art enables us to find ourselves and lose ourselves at the same time.”
— Thomas Merton

Essence manifests form. When patterns arise, consciousness may see
something we call a personality, just as a pattern of sounds can be called
a “song.” Over time, traditional personalities emerged. When a desire
arose to share these personalities on paper, there was a challenge: how
does one draw a song-of-Consciousness? Not just as a pretty picture, but
as a guide for others to hear and play the music? One might use symbols
that could be read like sheet music by one’s intended audience.

So over many centuries, a rich system of symbols was developed in
the East to illustrate deities as patterns in essence, like songs are
patterns in space. These images are not Art in the Western sense of
expressing a personal vision. They’re Sacred Art as a vehicle, as a yantra
or device to transmit essence. It’s tempting to consider this iconography
as depicting something “out there.” However, this view may prevent us
from “hearing the music” inside ourselves. The music, symbols,
musician, and audience are all the same song played in different keys.

The images in this book exactly match descriptions in texts
translated by Christopher Wallis. Those descriptions did not contain all
the necessary details, so manuscripts, statues, and paintings as far back
as the 10™ century were also consulted. Though the source materials are
ancient, my artwork is flavored by the modern Newar style of Nepal
(that of my primary teacher in Sacred Art) and my own preference for
humanistic anatomy. Months were spent in research, but when it was
time to draw, I followed my heart.

Many thanks to Dinesh Shrestha, Mavis Gewant, and Pieter
Weltevrede for sharing teachings from their Sacred Art traditions.
Friends from around the world collaborated via social websites, adding
depth and richness to my work. The books created by Harish Johari and
Robert Beer were invaluable not only as references but also as tools for



transforming the task of drawing into the joy of sadhana. Most of all, I
am grateful to Dharmabodhi Saraswati for his insights, guidance, and
encouragement.

Ekabhiumi Ellik
August 2011, Berkeley, CA
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QUICK ‘"N’ EASY PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

FOR SANSKRIT WORDS
(a full guide can be found in the back of the book)

J

% c is always pronounced as “ch,” as in Italian; so candra = chandra
and vac = vaach

%+ ph is always as in upheaval, never as in phrase

+ § and s are both pronounced “sh” as in sugar

% jfi is pronounced gnya, so yajiia is “yag-nya” and jfiana is
“gnyaana”



FOREWORD

FOR SCHOLARS AND ACADEMICS

This section addresses concerns primarily of interest to scholars. It is
a defense of the identity of the “scholar-practitioner” and of a new way
of doing religious studies, to which this book is a contribution.

One of the most interesting things about the mastery of a body of
knowledge is the extraordinary flexibility it grants. Once well
understood, it can be variously inflected depending on the context,
audience, and purpose of articulation. Those who study the field called
“semiotics”, which, in its pragmatic dimension, refers to the collective
process of meaning-making, are familiar with the seemingly
spontaneous process by which distinct spheres of discourse are
generated by specific contexts, and the fact that that apparent
spontaneity does not equate with cultural transparency. In academic
writing and teaching in the humanities, and most especially in religious
studies, there is a tacit normative metadiscourse around “objective
knowledge” and “knowledge for its own sake” that pushes a forced
consensus, one which almost completely prohibits the examination of
religious ideas from a personal or pragmatic perspective. This is an
institutionally imposed consensus in the sense that it is not shared by
any undergraduates I have taught, certainly not by the general public,
and it only appears in the discourse of graduate students because they
have learned to conceal their personal religious commitments in order
to conform to the normative concept of so-called objectivity, an
intellectual pretense glamorized as an academic ideal. (Show me a
religion grad student, and I'll show you a deeply religious person “in the
closet,” or someone who’s had their religiosity weeded out of them by
the reductionist discourse intellectually privileged by academia.) As the



respected Buddhist scholar-practitioner José Cabezén has noted,
“[TThere is still a widespread reticence to engage the question of the
religious identity of the scholar within religious studies as a whole.”

This situation has, in my view, brought about the current atrophying
of the academic study of religion. The fashionability the field enjoyed in
the 1960s and ’70s has long since waned, and the field has been rightly
criticized for failing to develop methodologies or hermeneutic strategies
that justify its existence independent from departments of history,
sociology, anthropology, philosophy, etc. (I am reminded of Ninian
Smart’s self-mocking characterization of religious studies as
“polymethodological doodling all the time.”) But none of this would
matter, I think, if undergraduate students could study religion the way
they want to, an approach that would, coincidentally, also constitute the
unique methodology that religion departments are lacking. By this I
mean a serious engagement with the worldviews expressed by religions
in acts of body, speech, and mind, in a manner that would entail a range
of thought experiments (and even body experiments) that allow the
student to make his own embodied consciousness the locus for
consideration of the question, What does reality actually look like and feel
like from within this religious worldview? Such experimentation clearly
does not involve an actual conversion to the given religion, nor does it
necessitate the instructor’s personal adherence to the religious object of
experimentation, and yet it is rarely practiced in the university setting.
This despite the fact that this sort of process is, in my experience, what
students drawn to the study of religion are most interested in, and
despite the fact that such an open and real exploration would be the
most authentic engagement with the original ideals of academia one
could imagine.

Though I am an academic scholar, I am also a spiritual practitioner.
The book I have chosen to write as my first is not one that is likely to



gain me credibility in the academic world, despite the fact that in order
to write it I had to earn three degrees and become competent in the
reading and interpretation of a wide variety of primary and secondary
sources. My endeavor here is not to profit from the current popular
interest in something called Tantra, nor is it a bid for notoriety by
watering down and “making ready for prime time” ideas that are chiefly
comprehensible to trained professionals, as academics often view
mainstream books in their field. Rather, this book is something more
interesting to me: it is an exercise in what Cabezdén calls “academic
theology,” or what I would call a self-conscious experiment in well-grounded
constructive theology. It weds together the interests and needs of two
diverse communities of readers in a way that, I here argue, only a
scholar-practitioner is capable of doing. In such an individual, two
realms of discourse—one rooted in intellectual claims of objectivity, the
other in personal religious experience and concomitant beliefs—may
either exist separately, forcing him to maintain a kind of split
personality, or they may cohere into unity as he permits intellectual
insight to inform his spiritual being and spiritual experience to guide his
intellectual inquiry without relinquishing his commitment to truth. For
me, this process of coalescence did not arise within the academic
context, in which the only good religious scholar is a dis-integrated
religious scholar, but within a very different context to which I was
initially driven by financial need: freelance teaching in yoga studios.
This environment, derided by some academics as being anti-intellectual
and woefully ignorant of “real yoga,” not only welcomed the process of
sustained and engaged reflection on the philosophy and practice of yoga
but pushed me to reflect in more productive ways on the material 1 had
studied. Questions of how philosophy related to practice, and of what
the religious life of those who authored the ancient texts might have
really looked like, were forced into the center of my awareness as my



audience relentlessly pushed the discourse away from intellectual
abstraction and textual literalism and toward concerns about why the
original historical actors held the views they did, what experiences
informed those views, what it would mean for modern people to hold
those views, and how our own cultural context might alter, organically,
the ways in which those views might be held. These nonacademic
teaching engagements have compelled me to understand the knowledge
systems of ancient Indian religion as what they originally were: ways of
interpreting reality that were embedded in practice contexts and
grounded in the real-life concerns of human beings who worked with these
religious understandings as ways of purposively refashioning their approach to
daily lived existence. To avoid discussion of how religious ideas might
personally impact us is thus to avoid confronting, in any real way, the
original purpose and function of those ideas: for, I argue, it is only in
actually applying religious ideas to our own lives that they can take on
their real power and significance, and only in this way do they become
accessible to us as authentic and meaningful objects of inquiry.



Introduction

AN ORIENTATION TO TANTRA

Tantra is now a buzzword in the modern Western world. We see it on
the covers of popular magazines and books, usually linked suggestively
with the notion of superlative sexual experience. Though almost
everyone has heard this word, almost no one—including many people
claiming to teach something called tantra—knows anything about the
historical development of the Indian spiritual tradition that scholars
refer to as Tantra. What these academics study as Tantra bears little
resemblance to what is taught under the same name on the workshop
circuit of American alternative spirituality. It is not the main purpose of
this book to explain why that gap is so wide—a deeply complex issue of
historical transmission and strange misunderstandings. Here we simply
present a comprehensive overview of the original Indian spiritual
tradition that was articulated in Sanskrit scriptures called tantras
(which is where the name came from). Why would this be of interest to
modern Westerners? There is one outstanding reason: millions of
Westerners are today practicing something called yoga, a practice
which, though much altered in form and context, can in many respects
be traced back to the Tantrik tradition.?

Given the widespread terminological confusion, I ask you as the
reader to simply clear your mind of whatever you think you know about
Tantra, however valuable that knowledge may or may not have been to
you, and to start afresh. In this way, I have a chance to effectively orient
you to the original Tantrik worldview: a way of seeing and
understanding reality that can challenge and illuminate you to the
deepest levels of your being.

Yoga is a living tradition profoundly influenced by the Tantra, yet it
has forgotten much of its own history. This book is part of a new wave of



work by scholars who are also practitioners, and whose goals are to
rediscover and reintegrate some of what has been forgotten; to clarify
the roots of many ideas and practices that are floating around (thereby
grounding them and enhancing their richness); and to chart clearly the
vast and varied landscape of Indian spiritual thought, with a view to
what it can contribute to our lives today. For it is certainly the case that
most 20"-century teaching and writing on Indian thought was either
exciting but incoherent and ungrounded (the practitioner context) or
systematic but dry, boring, and insipid (the academic context). It’s time
to rectify that—and no Indian tradition has been more misunderstood,
relative to its deep influence on global spirituality, than Tantra.

Part of this book is historical. As a scholar, I help people to
distinguish between new ideas and those that have been around for
awhile, not in order to suggest that the old is better or inherently more
legitimate than the new but so that readers may be equipped to
accurately identify which ideas are persistent and widespread in the
Tantrik traditions, and therefore central, and which ones are more
peripheral. Why might this be an important point of discernment? From
the practitioner’s point of view, the enterprise of learning to identify
the central tenets of a given spiritual tradition is based on the axiom
that any tradition preserves over time the most effective teachings and
practices and discards those that have proven ineffective.? Therefore, to
identify the most prevalent Tantrik practices and ideas over the course
of centuries of historical development is to identify practices and ideas
that have been effective for countless practitioners. This process of
identification allows us to innovate on a firm foundation of
understanding, rather than—as many modern yoga teachers have done
—filling the gaps in our knowledge by simply making up ideas based on
idiosyncratic individual experience. Again, I do not mean to imply that a
traditional way of thinking or technique will necessarily be more



effective for you as an individual than a new one. But it is true that only
time will tell if a new technique or teaching has sufficient efficacy to
become an enduring part of a living spiritual tradition.

You may ask (and I think you should) how I am qualified to represent
the original Tantrik tradition. Twelve years of intensive study at the
university level have served to acquaint me with the Sanskrit language
and the contents of some of the Tantrik texts written in that language.
This academic study is, in my view, complemented by twenty-four years
as a spiritual practitioner in a tradition influenced by several of these
original Tantrik texts. Though I am hardly a master, I have spent many
years of my life in the full-time occupation of simply trying to
understand the ancient Tantrik masters sufficiently well to accurately
represent them in my own English words. The effect reading this book
has on your life will be a testament to whether I have accomplished this
goal in some measure.

WHY STUDY THE HISTORY OF TANTRA?
Unlike the history you might have been forced to learn in school, the

history of the Tantrik traditions is a fascinating story that consists not
merely of information, but of inspirational and powerful ideas—some of
the most original ideas ever conceived concerning human potential.
Historically, these ideas were inextricably wedded to transformative
spiritual practices, some of which you may already be practicing. You
see, some practices that originated within Tantra were handed down to
the present but became unmoored from their original philosophical
anchor points. (For example, the tradition of hatha-yoga, the basis for
modern yoga, originally grew out of Saiva Tantra.) The Tantrik masters
evolved their teachings and techniques as an unbroken whole, a well-
crafted interconnected matrix designed to free you permanently from
ignorance and suffering. So when you understand the profound and
exquisite vision of reality that was originally taught in connection to



these yogic practices, this knowledge empowers your own practice,
keeps you inspired about your path, and gives you great clarity and
focus. It is therefore practically useful for you to become more educated
in the traditions that nurtured the practices of yoga that you cherish
today.

There is tremendous misunderstanding in the yoga world today
about the historical facts of the development of the yogic and Tantrik
traditions. While historical facts may not be the most important aspect
of studying this tradition, learning them helps us replace our fantasies
about how things are (and were) with a deeper connection to reality.
This is a process that challenges us in at least three important ways. It
challenges us to accept the world as it is, rather than how we would like
it to be. It grounds us in an awareness of the very human difficulties
involved with learning, teaching, and living a spiritual path, thereby
helping us to cultivate compassion for others and patience with
ourselves. Finally, it prevents us from using shaky or downright
incorrect historical claims to justify what we think is the best path or
the most correct form of yoga practice. When knowledge of the real
history keeps us from this error, we are forced to rely on our own
experience of our practice when justifying it to others—which is a far
more stable basis. Arguments about which path is best or most authentic
are fruitless endeavors. Even worse, when these arguments are
“supported” by spurious facts and a confused and partial knowledge of
history, they merely antagonize others and make us look bad. On the
other hand, openly sharing your experience and what works for you as
an individual, without an agenda, helps to connect you with others and
invites them to contemplate their own experience. This is yoga,
beneficial connection.

Now a word about the methodology of good scholarly research and
the results it produces. Some people, influenced by so-called post-



modern thought, regard with suspicion any claim about facts or history.
They prefer to see everything as a subjective narrative and refuse to
grant any authority to truth claims, saying that everyone’s “truth,”
though different, is equally valid. Though this may be the case as far as
our individual psychological experience of the world goes, social science
(e.g., historiography) and the hard sciences have shown that there is
such a thing as a real fact. How have they shown this? Simple: by
drawing on a sufficient quantity of evidence, weighing it carefully, and
then using it to make a prediction about something not yet known.
When new evidence comes to light showing that prediction to be
correct, the information and the method used for prediction is shown to
be valid. We have many examples of this in the hard sciences. Black
holes were predicted on the basis of mathematical models long before
they were observed by astronomers. What physicists knew must be true
as a result of their accurate understanding of the physical laws of the
universe was vindicated, almost as an afterthought, by observational
evidence.’? There are also examples of this in the “soft” sciences,
including the study of India, though these are too complex to get into
here ! Let me hasten to add that unlike some authors, I will not present
as fact anything for which strong evidence or scholarly consensus is
wanting.

Accepting that there are such things as facts requires you to be
humble and to have the flexibility to relinquish your position when it is
shown to be wrong. This too is part of yoga. Of course, there is also
plenty of room for an individual to develop her own beliefs, as these
philosophical traditions partially concern themselves with metaphysical
issues, about which we are not in a position to provide definitive proof
one way or the other. That is, while the Tantra actively engages the
higher mind, it also attempts to transcend the level of the intellect on
which “proof” is an operative term. Here your own contemplated



experience becomes primary in formulating your understanding of
reality. When the wisdom of well-considered experience is joined
coherently to well-grounded factual knowledge, you have a strong
foundation from which to successfully navigate both the path of yoga
and the world in general.

Since we have very few facts about the social setting of the Tantrik
traditions, a history of Tantra must be predominantly a history of ideas
and practices. Wherever something is known about the lived reality of
the communities that followed these teachings, I will mention it. This
humanizing of the great masters of the tradition helps us feel closer to
them and even identify with them.

WHAT’S IN A NAME?
THE MEANING OF THE WORD TANTRA

In this section I will explain the development of the word “tantra,”
starting from its simple and general meanings and working up to its
more complex and specific applications. First off, tantra is a Sanskrit
word with various straightforward usages, including “theory,”
“doctrine,” or simply “book.” Though the word sometimes designates
any sort of book, it more commonly refers to scriptural texts that are
purported to have been divinely revealed by God or the Goddess. These
tantras began appearing in India around the 6% century of the common
era and continued to be composed in large numbers (hundreds of major
texts and thousands of minor ones) for the next thousand years. These
scriptural texts also went by other names, such as agama (“what has
come down to us”). You will find out more about them and their
contents later.

“Tantra” has a more specific meaning in the context of these
revealed scriptures: it can refer to the system of practice presented by
them. In general, we may say that each tantra presented a more-or-less



complete system of spiritual practice. So a given guru would work
primarily with a single tantra (though he would sometimes supplement
it with related and subsidiary texts) and teach his disciple on the basis of
that specific tantra. In this sense, then, tantra would simply mean “a
system of spiritual practice articulated within a specific sacred text,”
and people in the original tradition would thus ask each other, “Which
tantra do you follow?”

Western spiritual teachers often state that “tantra” means “loom” or
“warp” (as in the weaving term), and these meanings are indeed found
in the dictionary under “tantra”—but that usage is merely a homonym.
None of the Tantrik texts cite this as the meaning of “tantra,” which
incidentally signals one of the pitfalls of definitions offered by non-
Sanskritists. However, the tradition does offer some interpretive
etymologies of the word “tantra.” An interpretive etymology is a way of
breaking down the word into component parts that allows an unpacking
of the inner meaning of the word. The most commonly found etymology
of “tantra” follows. It breaks down the word into the verbal roots vtan
and vtra, the former meaning “propagate, elaborate on, expand on,” and
the latter, “save, protect”:

éBecause it elaborates copious and profound matters, especially relating to
the principles of reality [tattvas] and mantras, and because it saves us
[from the cycle of suffering], it is called a tantra.? (Kamikd-tantra)

In other words, Tantra spreads (tan) wisdom that saves (tra). Here the
second verbal root has a double meaning, for it alludes to the fact that
Tantrik practices give us a means of strengthening and protecting
ourselves from worldly harm, as well as bestowing the ultimate spiritual
liberation (more on this later). We could equally well say that a tantra is
a device (tra) for expanding (tan), as a mantra is a device for working
with the mind (man), and a yantra is a device for controlling (yan).
Modern teachers like to mention that the verbal root vtan means



“stretch, expand,” saying that Tantra is so called because it stretches
our awareness and expands our capacity for joy. This is a good example
of a modern interpretive etymology, and though it is not found in the
original sources, it is very much in their spirit.

In medieval India, those people who received Tantrik initiation
usually received it from a single guru in a specific lineage and
performed the daily practice given by that guru on the basis of a single
tantra. So for each individual practitioner, Tantra as a spiritual
movement was not something highly complex, for he did not concern
himself with what other tantras or gurus might be saying. By contrast,
the Western mind likes to have a sense of the whole landscape and
formulate general definitions based on it, so unlike their Indian
counterparts, Western scholars have striven to define Tantra as a
phenomenon, a religious movement, by looking at what its various
streams had in common. This effort has not been entirely successful,
primarily due to a failure to consult a wide enough range of sources, but
it is still worth looking at its results so far, which we will do after
considering the tradition’s own definition of the word.



THE TRADITION’S OWN DEFINITION

Though it is true that most premodern Indian people didn’t care for
formulating abstract general definitions, a few of their scholars did. And
when we investigate thoroughly enough, we find just such a definition
in the original sources. In my mind a definition of a tradition from within
that tradition takes precedence over definitions offered by academics
from a foreign culture a thousand years later (though those too are
useful, as we will see). So let’s look at what the Tantrik scholar and guru
named Rama Kantha, who lived around 950-1000 CE, says Tantra is:

A Tantra is a divinely revealed body of teachings, explaining what is
necessary and what is a hindrance in the practice of the worship of the
Divine; and also describing the specialized initiation and purification
ceremonies that are the necessary prerequisites of Tantrik practice. These
teachings are given to those qualified to pursue both the higher and lower
aims of human existence. (Rama Kantha’s commentary on the
Sardhatrisati-kalottara)

I should note here that the language of this definition is colored by
the fact that the author is a dualist (which might surprise you, since all
the Tantrik teachings that have come to the West are from nondualist
sources). However, since the Tantra was (as we shall see) a coherent
spiritual system regardless of sectarian differences such as dualism
versus nondualism, the points of Rama Kantha’s definition are more or
less applicable across the board. Furthermore, the definition is
important as the only known indigenous attempt to define the Tantra.
Let’s get clear on the four main points Rama Kantha makes.

First, he mentions the requirement of proper initiation to the Tantrik
path, which took the form of a ritual ceremony that destroyed karmic
barriers to successful practice, brought the goal of spiritual liberation
within the reach of a single lifetime, and (on the immediate practical



level) gave the initiate access to the scriptures and the secret practices
they contained. We will discuss later in the book whether this
requirement of initiation means that Westerners cannot properly
undertake a real Tantrik practice. Here it suffices to note that initiation
was regarded as crucial and required in original Tantra.

Second, his definition highlights what many people in the original
Indian context saw as the key element of daily Tantrik practice: “ritual
worship” of a form of the Divine. Now, the English phrase “ritual
worship” will probably give the wrong idea to a Westerner with a very
different religious background. Let me clarify that here “worship”
means—at the very least—the actual evocation of the power of the Deity and
interaction with it. More commonly, it means actually becoming that
deity through techniques of ritualized meditation and/or meditative
ritual, either temporarily or as part of a process by which any
perception of difference between oneself and the Deity is eventually
permanently eradicated. As we will see later on, there are also forms of
the Tantra that dispense with ritual altogether and emphasize direct
intuitive awareness of divine reality brought about through simple
practices connected with the elements of daily life. Though originally
these forms were greatly in the minority, I will argue later that these are
the forms that Westerners can most successfully and authentically
engage with.

Third, Rama Kantha’s definition states that there is a twofold goal of
all Tantrik practice, the “higher” and the “lower” goal. The first refers
to a state of spiritual freedom, release from all suffering, salvation or
beatitude, the nature of which we will discuss in more depth. This state
is usually called moksa or mukti in Sanskrit (both of which mean
“release” or “liberation”). The second refers to the goal of worldly
enjoyment and prosperity, which encompasses pleasure, power, and all
good things of the tangible world; it is usually called siddhi or bhukti. The



fact that the Tantra is legitimately directed at both of these goals is one
thing that sets it apart from other Indian religious traditions, or indeed
most religions in the world. Though it is true that there are Tantrik
texts devoted almost exclusively to either the goal of mukti or of bhukti,
in general Tantrik spiritual technology was designed to secure both
goals, with the latter subordinated to the former. Note carefully here
that Rama Kantha’s definition tells us we cannot call any practice
Tantrik that is only directed toward the lower goal. For example, if the
goal of a practice is simply to improve one’s sex life, then however
spiritual-sounding it may be, it cannot be called Tantra. If, on the other
hand, that goal is part of a practice in which it is consistently
subordinated to the goal of complete spiritual freedom and awakening
to the ultimate reality, then it can be called Tantra (if the other
definitional requirements are also met).

Fourth and lastly, Rama Kantha’s definition says that the Tantra is
something given in scriptures that are divinely revealed, which means,
in this worldview, that Tantrik teachings and instructions on practice
are sanctioned by divine authority. The Tantrik scriptures themselves
are always said to be spoken by a form of God or the Goddess; or, in
Buddhist Tantra, a celestial Buddha or Bodhisattva, which arguably
amounts to the same thing. The “fact” of whether the tantras were
“really” divinely revealed was not a question that much interested the
classical writers; issues of faith and belief were simply not as significant
to them as those of efficacy and practice. Since one received the
scriptural teachings from a trusted authority (the guru), one simply got
on with the practice, and faith naturally increased as that practice
started to show results.

It should be added here that the scriptural corpus of Tantrik texts is
almost entirely unpublished so far, in India or the West. That is, they
largely exist only in manuscript form (see image to the right), physically



and linguistically inaccessible to most. What the general public has some
limited access to in English is in fact not the Tantrik scriptures
themselves, but rather the commentaries on those scriptures, and other
works inspired by them, written by great Tantrik masters.2 These
commentaries came, over time, to be treated like scriptures themselves,
and this is how they are presented by some modern gurus. Such a
presentation is possible because of the high degree of sophistication and
spiritual wisdom exhibited by these commentarial texts, which in many
cases seems considerably greater than that of the original scriptures.
The part of the Tantra that today is called Kashmir Shaivism consists
entirely of these commentaries and associated writings, written by a
series of masters from Kashmir. These materials are what preoccupy
most discussions of Tantrik philosophy, since the scriptural texts are
themselves almost wholly concerned with practice.



Ancient manuscript of a Tantrik scripture (rotate 90° clockwise to view
correctly)

WESTERN DEFINITIONS AND CATEGORICAL LISTS

Earlier 1 said that Western scholarly attempts to define Tantra are
also valuable. Though Rama Kantha’s definition gives us some crucial
information, the modern reader needs additional parameters to

recognize what original Tantra really looks like. The scholarly



definitions give us this information in the form of lists of features that
are typically found in Tantrik thought and practice. We will now
examine some of these lists. First, though, I should mention that the
scholarly attempt to define the Tantra is rooted in the understanding
that it was a spiritual phenomenon that affected all the Indian religions
to some degree. It was a new way of doing spiritual practice that was
deeply influential; for all that, it was undertaken by a small percentage
of the total population. An argument can be made that the Tantra is a
mode of practice (and associated mode of viewing reality) that is not of
any one religion, though it is found as the esoteric dimension of many
religions.”® The religions that it influenced, in order of degree of
influence, were Shaivism, Buddhism, Vaishnavism, Jainism, and Indian
Islam.”* The innovations of Tantra were developed almost entirely
within the first two religions in this list, then transmitted to the others.
Between these two, Shaivism has historical priority, because many of
the Buddhist Tantrik texts drew directly or indirectly on Saiva tantras,
while the reverse was rarely if ever the case.® Though Shaivism was
therefore the Tantrik religion par excellence, Buddhism eventually
became thoroughly “Tantricized,” and in this form, it was transmitted
to Tibet. Thus Tibetan Buddhism is almost completely Tantrik. Any
attempt to define the Tantra as a general category, then, ought to
encompass both Saiva Tantra and Buddhist Tantra. Indeed, there is little
discernable difference between the most “Buddhistic” school of Saiva
Tantra (the Krama) and the most “Saivist” school of Buddhist Tantra
(Dzogchen). The commonalities that lead us to argue for the validity of

“Tantra” as a general concept will become more obvious as we examine



lists of characteristics that match both Saiva and Buddhist variations.
Scholars have attempted to ascertain what Saiva Tantra, Buddhist
Tantra Buddhism, and Vaisnava Tantra all have in common, and thus
what constitutes Tantra per se. Here I wish to combine the lists
presented by five different scholars (Tribe, Hodge, Goudriaan, Brooks,
and Lopez) to create a master list of Tantric features. In no particular
order, the features that characterize Tantra as a spiritual movement are:

« alternative path / new revelation / more rapid path
« centrality of ritual, esp. evocation and worship of deities
« proliferation in the number and types of deities (compared to the
antecedent tradition)
- visualization and self-identification with the deity
e centrality of mantras
« installation of mantras on specific points of the body
« ontological identity of mantras and deities
« necessity of initiation and importance of esotericism/secrecy
« yoga (usually referring to meditation and visualization practices)
e ritual use of mandalas, especially in initiation
- spiritual physiology (i.e. subtle body and cakras) and kundalini
 mapping deities and pilgrimage sites onto the practitioner’s body
* linguistic mysticism
« importance of the teacher (guru, acarya)
« addition of worldly aims, achieved through largely magical means
« lay/householder practitioners
« bipolar symbology of god/goddess
* nondualism
« revaluation of the body
« revaluation of ‘negative’ mental states
« importance of $akti (power, energy, goddess)
» revaluation of the status and role of women



« transgressive/antinomian acts

- utilization of ‘sexual yoga’

« the cultivation of bliss

- spontaneity (sahaja, a technical term)

« special types of meditation that aim to transform the individual into an
embodiment of the divine after a short span of time

The last ten features really only apply to nondualist or “left current”
Tantra (a term that will be explained further). There are six elements
that constitute the most prominent features of classical Tantra: yogic
meditation, mantras, mandalas, guru, initiation, and ritual worship of
the divine (using fire, water, flowers, scented pastes, and so on). Yet,
despite their universality, these features cannot be taken to completely
define Tantra by themselves, because all of them (except mandalas) are
also found to some degree in non-Tantrik Indian religions.

These six aspects are usually organized and given their specific form
by the seventh universal feature of the Tantra, that of “deity yoga,”
which entails working with the power of a particular aspect of the
Divine to which one has been linked through initiation. This work takes
place through use of the deity’s associated mantra, yantra, visualization,
and/or consecrated image. Thus we return full circle to the beginning of
our discussion: what distinguishes a practice as indisputably Tantrik is
that it involves deities and their mantras that are revealed in explicitly
Tantrik scriptures. Having said this, it is perfectly appropriate to call any
teaching or practice Tantrik (or “tantric”) if it appears in an original
Tantrik source (whether scripture or commentary). If we wish to
preserve any specific meaning to the word, however, the label is not
otherwise appropriate.

IMPLICATIONS

The definitions we are considering are entirely focused on the



historical reality of the Tantra in its original Indian context. As a
Western student of the Tantra, you may be dismayed by them, because
they don’t seem to describe a practice that you can engage with as part
of your yoga and philosophy of life. However, though it may or may not
be true that you cannot undertake a Tantrik practice of the type most
frequently found in medieval India, that does not mean that no form of
Tantrik practice is available to you. As you will see, there are Tantrik
teachings and practices that are both accessible and powerfully effective
for the Westerner. The most important thing about any Tantrik practice
you learn is that you receive it from someone experienced in it, who has
received some or all of its benefits and navigated its pitfalls.

It is impossible to describe the whole field of Tantra in one book. The

present volume therefore focuses almost exclusively on the teachings
and practices of nondual Saiva Tantra. Aside from the need for brevity,

there are three reasons for this.
% First, nondual Saiva Tantra is the area of my expertise.

% Second, despite its massive historical and contemporary
significance, Saiva Tantra is not yet well known compared to Tibetan
Buddhist Tantra, which already has a substantial following in the West.

J

< Third, and most importantly, 1 have seen first-hand how
powerfully the teachings of nondual Saiva Tantra resonate with Western
yoga practitioners. I have come to believe that this tradition possesses
some of the most effective teachings and technologies for human
transformation, and that it is particularly relevant for our time.

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS



HOW DOES ALL THIS FIT INTO “"HINDUISM"?

Most of us have been taught that the indigenous religion of India
(which used to be called Hindustan) is something called Hinduism. What
is Hinduism, and how does it relate to Shaivism and Tantra? This
question, which should be a simple one, is confused by a profound series
of misunderstandings.

Let me start by clarifying the biggest misunderstanding: there is no
such thing as “Hinduism.” That is, until recently. Bear with me and I’ll
explain. When European culture began interacting with India in a
sustained manner, starting in the 16" century, it encountered a
bewilderingly complex culture of dozens of languages and religious and
cultural traditions. Overwhelmed by this complexity, Europeans simply
referred to all non-Muslim Indian people as Hindoos (derived from the
Persian term for “people east of the Indus River”) and, a little later,
started grouping all their various religious practices under the name
Hinduism.2 Part of the reason for this is that Europeans at that time did
not care to investigate the various Indian spiritual traditions and come
up with more accurate terminology. What is certain is that prior to the
colonial period (the 1500s onward), the term Hinduism is not accurate:
what we find instead are religious traditions that regarded themselves
as mutually distinct, called (in English) Brahmanism (a.k.a. Vedism),
Shaivism, Shaktism, Vaishnavism, Buddhism, and Jainism (plus a few
non-religious spiritual traditions, like Sankhya and Patafijala Yoga).2

The term Hinduism is inappropriate for another important reason; it
was not used by Indian people themselves until the colonial period.
Modern scholarship increasingly (though still not fully) respects the
object of its study and strives to understand things from the inside as
well as the outside. From that perspective, we can say that something
called Hinduism authentically began to exist when the first Indian used
the word to refer to his own religion (this happened in the early 1800s).2



As more educated Indians began to use the term, they had to come up
with a definition for it. They decided that “Hinduism” denoted all those
lineages, sects, and traditions that regarded the Vedas (India’s first holy
books) as the ultimate spiritual authority. This excluded Buddhism—
which distanced itself from other Indian traditions by repudiating the
Veda—despite the fact that it derived from the same religious culture
and played a crucial role in the development of Indian spirituality in all
periods. Some other Indian traditions (such as Shaivism) were included
in the definition of Hinduism, though they were not based on the Vedas,
and they granted the Vedas no special religious authority.2

Nowadays, we can certainly say that Hinduism exists: though
originally an artificial concept, it has now—for better or for worse—
become “reified.” This is not only because the word is used extensively
today by Indian people themselves, but more importantly because
previously separate Indian religions have come together over the last
five hundred years to make a new religious “stew,” erasing many old
boundaries, making meaningless many of the old debates, and imparting
more or less the same flavor throughout. This has necessarily meant the
loss of the more distinct and unique flavors; the unique doctrines and
practices of the religions that coalesced to make Hinduism have mostly
been forgotten.?

This modern Hinduism is as much a cultural identity as it is a
religious one (or more so), which is why it is not, generally speaking,
something one converts to but rather something one is born into.

SO AS A PRACTITIONER OF YOGA OR TANTRA, I'M NOT
SOMEHOW CONVERTING TO HINDUISM?

The foregoing discussion explains why it is the case that a Westerner

who wishes to practice yoga or Saiva Tantra does not necessarily need to

adopt a new religious and cultural identity. It is true that membership in



some Indian religious traditions requires that you be part of a specific
caste or clan, or undergo specific Vedic rites of passage. However, the
practice of Tantrik yoga involves transcending one’s ordinary identity,
and therefore does not require initiates to belong to any specific caste,
class, gender, or ethnic group. To be more precise, Tantrik practice
involves the creation (or realization) of an esoteric divine identity within
your earlier, culturally-specific identity. So you can remain a cultural
Christian, Jew, or Buddhist and still be a Tantrika.” Saiva Tantra in
particular articulated the idea—unique in India—that all followers of its
tradition form a single community regardless of birth, and that
therefore it is better to initiate a sincere foreigner (bottom of the caste
hierarchy) than an insincere brahmin (at the top).* Though in the 21%
century people can do what they like, to me it’s important to know that

the spiritual path I want to walk sanctions my walking on it.”

WHAT’'S THE CONNECTION BETWEEN

TANTRA AND YOGA?

That really depends on what you mean by “yoga.” I'll address two
main meanings. The first is the original meaning of the word “yoga,”
referring to a comprehensive set of psycho-physical practices
(emphasizing meditation) intended to discipline and integrate body,
mind, and spirit with the aim of attaining the highest spiritual goal.
Yoga in this sense began around the time of the Buddha. A thousand
years later, the Tantra incorporated yoga as an important part of its
systems of practice. Tantra also expanded on the previously existing
body of yogic practice, adding hundreds of new techniques: more
complex pranayamas, detailed visualization practices, and mantra-
science, as well as many body-based practices, especially yogic postures,



sacred hand gestures, and the activation of energy centers (cakras) in
the body.

We see the significance of yoga to the Tantrik tradition when we
simply list the four main topics found in the Tantrik scriptures:

% doctrine or wisdom teachings (jfiana),
% ritual worship (kriya),
% mystical practice (yoga), and

% daily conduct and vows (carya).

A number of elements of Tantrik yoga have survived into the present
day, though usually separated from their original context. We will
present some information on Tantrik yoga in Part 3 of this book.

On the other hand, if you mean “yoga” in the modern sense of a
comprehensive dsana practice, plus one or two other simplified practices
(i.e., what scholars call “modern postural yoga”), it too is connected to
the Tantra, if only tenuously. Modern yoga is the latest phase of a
historical development that may be traced all the way back to Saiva
Tantrik yoga. We can briefly summarize the salient facts here: the
religion of Shaivism and its Tantra or esoteric teachings, which
comprised an enormously detailed system with a vast institutional base,
became unwieldy with the loss of state patronage after the Muslim
conquests, and thus was later simplified into (and mostly replaced by) a
grassroots system of practice called hatha-yoga.

Hatha-yoga traced itself back to the most well-known Saiva Tantrik
guru, Matsyendra. It presented itself as a complete spiritual path,
consisting of pranayama, meditations on the centers of the subtle body,
and the use of three bandhas and more than eighty-four different yogic
postures or dsanas, all in service of activating and raising the spiritual
energy called kundalini. Though nearly all of these elements were
explicitly derived from Saiva Tantra, hatha-yoga was not fully Tantrik



because its texts did not teach Tantrik mantras, Tantrik ritual, or
require full Tantrik initiation (the three indispensible elements of
mainstream classical Tantra). It preserved some of the earlier practices
of Tantrik yoga with admirable success, though it also continued the
process of dilution and simplification of the Tantra. In the early 20"
century, hatha-yoga’s asanas and pranayamas became the inspiration for
the synthesis of the system of modern yoga.?2 Thus modern yoga has its
roots in ancient Saiva Tantra.

WHAT IS THE KAMA-SUTRA?
WHAT DOES IT HAVE TO DO WITH TANTRA?

Nothing. The Kama-siitra is part of a branch of literature called Kama-
sastra, or the science of pleasure. Its overall goal is the maximization of
sensual pleasure as a valid end in itself. By definition, it is not Tantrik,
because in the Tantra, the goal of pleasure, when present, is always
subordinated to the goal of final spiritual liberation, which does not
figure into the Kama-siitra. Simply reading the original texts will
immediately reveal that they belong to a completely different class of
literature. Nor do any of the public erotic temple carvings seen in India

(such as in Khajuraho) relate to Tantrik practice.

BUT TANTRA IS ABOUT DIVINE
SEXUALITY, RIGHT?

Only if you are interpreting that phrase very broadly indeed. If we
survey the Saiva Tantrik literature as a whole, we will see that sex per se
is virtually absent as a topic. There is one lineage group, however, the
Kaula, that teaches sensual practices and has what we might call a

“sexualized” view of the world, seeing the whole of reality as the



harmonious and joyous pulsating union of various sets of

complementary opposites.

In the original Tantrik sources, we do find some techniques for
working with sexual energy and using it to activate kundalini, but we
find absolutely no physical techniques aimed at prolonging orgasm and
so on. While there is such a thing as a Tantrik sexual ritual in the Saiva
tradition, it was taught in only one text out of many hundreds, and it is
there called a secret and esoteric doctrine meant for a very few. (It is
taught much more prominently in Buddhist Tantra, however.) The
Tantrik sexual ritual was primarily a meditative exercise, not a pleasure-
maximizing exercise. For more on the difference between original
Tantra and the American new-age “Tantric sex” workshops, see the
conclusion. Those workshops are about spiritualized sexuality (not
necessarily a bad thing per se), whereas original Tantra is about a sensual
and embodied spirituality (and even then, only in the Kaula schools).
What original Tantra is all about will become clear as you continue
reading.

OUTLINE OF THE REST
OF THE BOOK

In Part 1, after briefly defining nondual Tantra, we will explore

all the basic teachings in the philosophy of nondual Saiva Tantra,
especially as they apply to spiritual practitioners in the 21
century. In Part 2, I will give a historical overview of the
development of the major branches or schools of Saiva Tantra—
that is, the systems dedicated to Siva and/or Sakti—with an
outline of the characteristics of each branch. Following that, in
Part 3, I will delineate the main practices and lived reality of this



Tantrik tradition in an introductory manner. All three sections
include new translations of passages from the original Sanskrit
texts. Finally, there is a conclusion discussing “Undertaking a
Tantrik spiritual practice in the modern world” with an afterword
on “Survivals of Saiva Tantra; or, where do I learn more?” You will
also find various appendices of interest to the serious student of

Tantra.




1
The Philosophy of Nondual Saiva Tantra

PREFACE
WHAT YOU’RE GETTING YOURSELF INTO

To step into the world of Saiva Tantra is to enter a world of magic
and mystery. Mind-expanding philosophy and arcane rites, pantheons of
fierce goddesses embodied in mystic syllables, energy diagrams that
map the many dimensions of reality, visualizations of power centers
within the body, gestures that express the purest forms of
consciousness, nectarean experiences of the sheerest ecstasy, wielders
of supernatural power, and concepts that challenge the fundamental
norms of ordinary society: these are just some of its features. In short, it
is a world that encompasses the entire range of human spiritual and
religious activity, from the most elevated and sublime contemplations of
our inner nature to the strangest of superstitions. (We’ll be focusing on
the former.) Some people today are interested only in the high
philosophy of the Tantra, others in the purely practical techniques,
others are curious about the entire historical picture.

Whomever you are, to fully delve into this world, you must not only
relinquish any notions of what you think Tantra is but also some of your
deeply held assumptions about reality itself. Otherwise, you will never
be able to truly understand this particular worldview. Any alternative
worldview can function as a critique of the status quo view of reality in
our society, but for it to do so in a real and productive way we must—at
least temporarily—lay open to question even the fundamental principles
by which we create interpretations of phenomena; in other words, we
must question the very frameworks with which we create a world for
ourselves to live in.



One way to initiate this process is to begin cultivating an awareness
that we all live in a world of stories, or narratives. Narratives are the
more or less coherent stories that we are told, and we tell ourselves,
about the events and people around us in order to make sense of them.
All generalizations, statements of value judgment, and verbal
representations of reality constitute narratives. All narratives are false
in the sense that they are necessarily distortions of reality and true in
the sense that they bear some relationship to reality, one that can tell us
much about ourselves. For example, if someone says, “The Bay Area is a
great place to live,” we don’t usually assume that they have done a
careful study of dozens of places to live, cross-referenced against a
survey of ordinary people about what constitutes a great place to live.
Rather, we know that they have had some specific, good experiences
living in the Bay Area and have generalized these into a story.

Usually, however, we aren’t so clear minded about our own stories.

”

When you say, “I have an issue with ____,” or “I'm good/bad at ____,
you are selectively representing to yourself and others a complex array
of past experiences in a way that reduces them to an apparently factual
proclamation and implies a permanent state of affairs. Similarly, if you
say to someone, “I'm happily married,” you are representing and
reducing a set of experiences that, if known by the person to whom you
are speaking, would not necessarily be described by them as a happy
marriage. However, to try to arrive at the “truth” of whether or not the
marriage is in fact happy is missing the point—for the only truth is the
nature and content of the specific, individual experiences themselves.
Everything else is a story being told about these experiences. So, what
type of question does not miss the point? Perhaps one that addresses
how and why we represent our experiences with a given narrative about
them, and whether or not that narrative is serving us well. For each

narrative about the past shapes our experience of the present. While it



is true that some narratives better approximate reality than others, the
primary value narratives have lies in their usefulness for helping us
create the world we want to live in. When they are not doing that, their
value is questionable.

So like everyone, you have sold yourself a set of stories about how
things are and how you are. When a set of stories doesn’t meet a
person’s deepest needs, that person eventually starts seeking new ones.
This is where religion comes in. A religion is a complex structure of
narratives about reality intended to accomplish a specific goal (often
labeled as “salvation” or “liberation”). A religion, then, is a
metanarrative. When you engage with a spiritual tradition such as Saiva
Tantra, you are inquiring into whether its narratives about reality are
sufficiently compelling and effective to warrant overwriting some of
yours with some of its. (Of course, you are also enquiring into the
efficacy of its practical techniques, but these are inseparably joined to
its narratives.) According to Saiva Tantra, embracing a more uplifting
interpretation of reality is a necessary step on the way to complete
transcendence of all narratives. Unlike the way it is seen by many
religions, some branches of Tantra explicitly acknowledge that nothing
that can be said in words is complete or absolute Truth. The Real cannot
be adequately captured by language, and therefore all attempts to do so
are approximations that have a relative utility. An approximation in
language (i.e., a narrative) is useful insofar as it ultimately leads you
beyond language to a desired experience of reality, which is itself a
wordless, immediate state of personal revelation.2 If this is not your
goal, then what follows can at least have an intellectual interest for you.

DEFINITION OF NONDUAL SAIVA TANTRA

While we will address other Tantrik traditions in the following
historical overview, this book takes as its exemplar and focal point the



lineages of nondual Saiva Tantra (pronounced SHY-vuh TUN-truh), most
clearly typified by the Kaula Trika lineage. Later on, as we move through
the history, you will understand how this specific tradition fits into the
big picture of the Tantra. To begin, though, I want to define nondual
Saiva Tantra (NST for short) as clearly as possible, so you can get
oriented to where we’re headed and what we’re going to focus on
(please note in the period we are looking at, the Goddess traditions
called Sakta Tantra were not separate from Shaivism. They were
considered part of the same religion).

My definition of nondual Saiva Tantra is

A spiritual movement originating in northern India that
reached its peak in the 9" to 12% centuries, primarily
characterized by

1. Emphasis on direct experience of a divine reality that has
transcendent and immanent aspects, called Siva and Sakti
respectively, with Siva primarily understood as the pure
consciousness that is ultimate ground of being and Sakti as
the flowing energy making up the entire manifest universe.

2. Initiation into a guru-disciple relationship and an
egalitarian kula (spiritual community).

3. Spiritual practice in four aspects: contemplation of View
teachings, meditative ritual, yogic techniques of the subtle
body, and the aesthetic cultivation of the senses, all aimed at
accessing and assimilating the divine energy in all things, in



order to achieve both worldly success and spiritual

liberation.®

This definition also applies to other forms of nondual Tantra, such as
Buddhist forms (though they of course use names for the Divine other
than Siva and Sakti, such as Buddha-nature). This rather condensed
definition will be explained simply now and elaborated later.

NST holds that one thing alone exists: the Divine, in various
permutations. To say that God alone is real is the same as saying
everything that exists is God. In NST, to ex