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“This book is a tour de force, marshalling a broad range of materials—textual,
ritual, and iconographical—to tackle a complex issue in the forefront of Bud-
dhist studies today, that of sexuality and gender. Drawing on sources primar-
ily in the Indian Mahayana and Tibetan traditions, Young deftly connects the
Tantric consort cycle to that of the more ancient Buddhist courtesan convert. In
the process, she raises compelling questions about the human condition as en-
visioned in Buddhism. Given the physical, cultural, and spiritual nature of
gender and sexuality, the categories of male and female are ones of great insta-
bility, with dynamic relations emerging at the great distance of these two gen-
dered extremes and with unusual visions about gender populating the rich
continuum between them. This book is not to be missed and is a significant
contribution to our understanding of the Indo-Tibetan culture of Buddism.”

—Ellison Findly, Professor of Religion and Asian Studies, 
Trinity College, Hartford

“Young’s book examines the place of women in the Indian and Tibetan Bud-
dhist traditions through the lens of two important classes of women: consorts
and courtesans. By considering both the textual and the art historical data,
this interdisciplinary study offers us many new insights concerning both
women and women’s relationships to men. An erudite book that, while tak-
ing into account all of the most recent scholarship in the field, goes beyond it
to offer us fresh new insights . . . A major contribution to the literature on
women in Buddhism.”

—José Ignacio Cabezón, XIVth Dalai Lama Professor of Tibetan Buddhism
and Cultural Studies at the University of California, Santa Barbara

This is a groundbreaking investigation into several aspects of gender in Bud-
dhism that have not been sufficiently taken into consideration before. Even-
handed and thorough, and written in clear and accessible language, Young
analyzes textual sources as well as Buddhist art from a refreshingly new point
of view. The book is highly recommended for all those who love and appreci-
ate Buddhism without idealizing it, scholars as well as practitioners. A pio-
neering work!

—Dr. Adelheid Herrmann-Pfandt, Lecturer in Religious Studies, 
Philipps-University, Marburg, Germany
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INTRODUCTION

Buddhist biographies, iconography, and rituals provide vivid, com-
pelling, and somewhat contradictory views of how Buddhists lived
and what they believed. In focusing on beliefs and practices that sur-
round gender and sexuality I have uncovered an ongoing, complex,
and even contentious discourse on what it meant—and what it contin-
ues to mean—to be gendered, sexual, and Buddhist. This discourse
began in fifth century B.C.E. India and continues to be debated today in
Asia and the West. Throughout its long history, wherever Buddhism
flourished, the meaning of gender and the place of sexuality was ar-
gued, portrayed, and enacted in biographies, works of art, and rituals.

Monastic Buddhism was and is a religion that exalts celibacy and
one that has always been dominated by men. This is reflected in bi-
ographies and other texts that made some very negative statements
about women, and which explicitly connected women, not men, to
sexuality, relegating men to some not-female/not-sexual hinterland.
Yet, sexual women, such as wives and courtesans, made frequent and
meaningful appearances in the biographies of the Buddha (566–486
B.C.E.), while early Buddhist iconography is prolific in its depictions of
positive images of women and female divinities that emphasize their
beauty and their auspicious powers of fertility. Simply put, the
iconography seemed to be expressively exalting women while the
texts often condemned them. As I pondered this incongruity a third
dimension of Buddhist life, ritual activity, became relevant. Early In-
dian Buddhists had rituals for securing fertility and abundance for
themselves, their domestic animals, and their fields that were focused
on curvaceous nude and seminude female images.
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Buddhism never had a central authority that dictated belief and
practice. This just never developed, and within a few years of the Bud-
dha’s demise Buddhism split into different schools, though these man-
aged to coexist rather well. Due to the success of its missionary
activities, quite soon Buddhism spread across South Asia, and no
longer had a common language. At the same time it was remarkably ac-
commodating to local customs. As early as the time of Emperor A±oka
(third century B.C.E.), the plentitude of Buddhist cultural environments
was conducive to multiple viewpoints in both lay and monastic life.
The monastics, however, did have detailed rule books, the vinayas, to
guide them. Guidelines for the laity are more elusive. With this in mind
I have chosen to focus, in the first part of this study, on lay aspects of
the Buddha’s life as presented in his biographies, both textual and
iconographic. The Buddha had been a husband, a father, and a son be-
fore he became a spiritual seeker, and although he rejected these roles,
the relationships endured after his enlightenment. This has particular
relevance for Buddhists, especially lay Buddhists, because the Buddha
is the primary model for those who would follow his teachings. What
the Buddha did set the standard to be imitated. Concentrating on his fa-
milial relationships, I compare their textual presentation with their
iconographic presentation. My first question was, Are these relation-
ships significantly represented in the iconography? They are, though
often different tones are sounded by the texts and the iconography.
Thus, another question arises: Whose voices are we hearing in these
texts and images, and what do they tell us about Buddhist attitudes to-
ward sexuality and gender? For instance, what did it mean for a Bud-
dhist to be sexually active as a wife or husband, and to become a
parent? Not surprisingly, simple answers do not follow.

A good example of the complexities surrounding these issues can
be found in portrayals of the Buddha’s mother, Queen MÅyÅ, who is a
significant indicator of attitudes toward women and motherhood.
Having died shortly after giving birth, she is a minor figure in the
texts, but iconographically she is ubiquitous. The most frequent im-
ages of her focus on the Buddha’s conception and birth, presenting
her as a beautiful, voluptuous, and seminude woman, and asserting
the auspicious powers of fecundity and prosperity possessed by
women. Yet, the Buddha’s conception is depicted as a miraculous,
nonsexual event, and his birth is sometimes, but not always, also de-
picted as miraculous as when he is shown being born from his mother’s
side, not her birth canal. This disparity between the semidivine fertil-
ity of women grounded in the natural world and the supernatural
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representation of these natural events reflects inconsistencies in the
biographical texts, not all of which emphasize a miraculous birth and
conception. Such disparity is also indicative of contending points of
view about sexuality and about what it means to be parents.

The biographies of other important Buddhists and certain rituals
show that the Buddhist position on sexuality and parenthood was
somewhat conflicted. On the one hand, sexuality and procreation
should be avoided, while on the other hand parents are to be honored.
Buddhism acknowledged that children have obligations to parents, as
parents do to children. Looked at in terms of gender, the Buddhist po-
sition on parents gets downright contradictory. Despite an abundance
of negative ideas about women and the dominance of men in the tra-
dition, mothers are symbolically and ritually privileged over fathers.
As Buddhism spread through time and space, however, new voices
accent the old stories and practices in surprising ways.

A very different kind of woman also appears in the Buddha’s bi-
ographies: courtesans, who are a lightning rod for discussions about
sexuality, women, and the body. Courtesans personified ideas about
the negative power of desire, women’s voracious sexual appetites,
and the impermanence of the body. They also made great converts. If
these women could turn their backs on sexuality, anyone can. But the
courtesans in these texts are far from being one-dimensional stock
characters: they present a wide range of female characterizations in
that some are heroic (nonsexual) while others are the lowest possible
criminals (sexual).

I have pursued these early themes about gender and sexuality into
the tantric forms of Buddhism that became influential in India around
the sixth century C.E. and later flourished in Tibetan Buddhism. Tantra
seemingly presented new religious understandings of sexuality through
the introduction of tantric consorts, most of whom were female, al-
though a few were male. Tantric consorts, both human and divine,
become an important element in Indo-Tibetan biographical literature,
iconography, and ritual. I argue, however, that the tantric emphasis
on sexuality was not entirely new, but rather a continuation of the
highly sexualized female imagery found at the earliest Buddhist ar-
chaeological sites. Tantric consorts are examined through the iconog-
raphy and biographies of the tantric masters of India and Tibet, such
as Padmasambhava (eight century C.E.) and Milarepa (1040–1123),
and great women practitioners such as Yeshe Tsogyel, MandÅravÅ
(both eighth century C.E.) and Machig Lapdron (1055–1153), among
others.
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As with any historical world religion, Buddhism functioned in var-
ious patriarchal societies where it played out the tensions between re-
ligious innovation and social constraint at the same time it created
new religious opportunities for both women and men. Buddhist texts,
iconography, and rituals reveal these tensions and their accommoda-
tions in word, form, and action. Since the producers of these cultural
items were men, the women who are written about, painted, and
sculpted are for the most part objects of the male imagination, or at
least imaginative interpretations of core legends. This had both posi-
tive and negative sides. For instance, male authors sometimes used fe-
male characters to explore what it means to be gendered beings
searching for enlightenment. In other cases they tell a sad story of not
only accepting the low social status of women, but blaming women
for it, reifying such beliefs in rituals, and by physically excluding
women from certain sacred areas.

The texts are often rather blunt in their presentation of gender and
sexuality, in part because none of the individuals being studied here
are typical; they are all extraordinary, and in this they pushed against
social boundaries—which allows us to know where those boundaries
were—and they uninhibitedly declaim their beliefs. All are visionar-
ies, women and men devoted to ideas about spiritual perfection that
reveal the tense yet porous boundaries between the social and the sa-
cred.

Underlying all these opinions and representations about sexuality
and gender is the belief that sexual characteristics—the biological
basis of gender—are not stable, enabling women to change into men
and men into women. This is shown in Buddhist medical texts and in
discussions of sex changes through rebirth and in the afterlife. In sup-
port of these beliefs, rituals were created to ensure or deter sex
changes. Often interspersed in these discussions is an ongoing debate
as to whether or not women are capable of achieving enlightenment.
Generally, the answer is no. This point is emphatically made in dis-
cussions of male-only heavens such as AmitÅbha’s western paradise,
SukhÅvat≠, where rebirth assures enlightenment. The texts affirm that
women must want to become men to be reborn there and the rich
iconography of this heaven shows no female forms. Instead, the paint-
ings often depict men being reborn in lotuses—because there are no
wombs, there are no women—they are not needed.

Like most of us, South Asians were quite capable of living within
contradictions and one of the most interesting contradictions revolves
around the nature of sex distinctions. When men declare a male-only
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space they also declare a belief in female and male as a pair of binary
opposites in which the presence of one is the absence of the other, as
for example in the mutually excluding terms left and right. These are
solid and absolute boundaries. This script is, however, challenged by
a second model of female and male as a polarity, as part of the human
continuum in which sex distinctions can and do change. The idea here
is that women and men are alike. Both views are expressed in medical
discussions about conception, which before conception present sexual
difference as binary opposites generated by karma, yet after concep-
tion present sexual difference as a polarity whose outcome is depen-
dant on whether the female or the male has a stronger influence on
the forming embryo. Indeed, if they are too well balanced hermaphro-
dites are believed to result. Nonetheless, in practice both models con-
flate sex (biology) and gender (culture), and they both presume that
the male body is the normative body, the body one should aspire to.

These and other examples show that many forms of Buddhism
wholeheartedly embraced the concept of women and men as binary
opposites and thus incorporated the social denigration of women,
some even going so far as to literally and symbolically co-opt female
reproductive powers for the creation of male-only spiritual lineages
and male-only realms. I found such positions go hand-in-hand with a
fractured sense of masculinity, a masculinity that was defined primar-
ily as not-female, but highly vulnerable to women through seduction
and pollution. Masculinity was thought to be weakened by sexual ac-
tivity, by contact with menstruating women, or simply by the pres-
ence of a woman. The belief that one’s sex can change, that literally
genitals can fall off and be replaced with their opposite, requires con-
stant male vigilance and creates male anxieties about such loss. How-
ever, viewing the male form as normative and believing that woman
were unable to achieve enlightenment remained debatable and had to
be continually restated in the face of alternative views, such as heav-
ens populated with women and men, a view suggestive of female and
male as a human continuum.

Fundamentally, I am looking at what biography, iconography, and
ritual reveal about gender and sexuality. I do this across a broad range
of time, space, and materials. For instance, I provide a cultural context
for the biographies through iconography and explorations of related
literatures, such as philosophical and medical texts that theorize
about the meanings of gender and sexuality, as well as the earthier
views of folk tales. In the course of my research I have uncovered a
colorful mosaic of beliefs that inform Buddhist views about gender
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and sexuality. Portrayals of virtuous women and men, and nonvirtu-
ous ones such as courtesans and tantric consorts, as well as attitudes
toward sexuality, marriage, and parenthood, and beliefs about other
realms such as heavens, hells, and mythic lands of women, all reveal a
highly problematic universe stimulated by sexuality and gender dif-
ference.



PART I
Life of the Buddha
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CHAPTER 1
REJECTION AND RECONCILIATION

REJECTION: THE PRINCE 
IN THE WOMEN’S QUARTERS

As a young man the Buddha is said to have lived a carefree, luxurious
life in which he was purposely protected from the harsher realities of
human existence. His father, King ÷uddhodana, conspired in this de-
ception due to a dream the Buddha’s mother, Queen MÅyÅ, had at the
time of his conception. She dreamed a white elephant approached her,
struck her side with its trunk, and then entered her womb.1 When
sages were consulted about the dream, they predicted it meant Queen
MÅyÅ was pregnant with a son who would become a cakravartin, ei-
ther a great king or a great ascetic. Hearing that, the Buddha’s father
was determined to shape his son’s future toward kingship and away
from asceticism by focusing him on life’s pleasures, which he did by
removing all unpleasant sights from the palace compound. Inevitably,
cracks began to appear in ÷uddhodana’s fortifications, and what fol-
lowed next is crucial to understanding the one-pointedness of the
Buddha’s spiritual quest. When he was thirty years old he rode out of
the palace and was radically changed by four visions created by the
gods. On four consecutive days the Buddha mounted his chariot and
left through one of the four palace gates. Each day, during his ride, he
had a different vision. For the first time in his life he saw an old man,
followed by a sick man, and on the third day, a dead man. These three
visions introduced him to the existence of suffering and to the transi-
tory nature of the human condition. His fourth and final vision, that
of a male ascetic, became the solution to the existential problem of
suffering and impermanence posed by the first three visions. He
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would become an ascetic and seek a way to liberate himself from the
repetitive cycle of birth, death, and rebirth.

This well-known story is fraught with meaning for Buddhists, be-
ginning with its emphasis on the number four: four days, four gates
representing the four cardinal points, and four visions. Four is a num-
ber signifying wholeness in South Asia,2 and in this instance it signi-
fies the Buddha’s sudden, but complete, grasp of all existence: all
beings experience the suffering of becoming sick, growing old, and
dying, only to once again be reborn and go through the same process,
endlessly caught on the Wheel of Becoming.

The story is meant to express the Buddha’s shock, the shock of a
thirty-year-old man for whom this was news, and to awaken those
who hear the story into realizing that they too, like the Buddha, live
as if such suffering does not exist. The biographies stress that the Bud-
dha was a handsome and coddled prince, a young man of overly re-
fined sensitivities, to make his realization more palpable, so that we
can comprehend how these four encounters changed his life. The
story tries to make us understand that if we, too, truly looked reality
in the face, as the Buddha did in these visions, we would recoil from
the pleasures of life and ask, as he did, Is this all there is, or is there
something beyond what we now know, a way out of the inevitable
suffering of growing old, being ill, and dying? In this way, as the Bud-
dha begins his search, the story invites us to join him.

The story also anticipates its audience’s reluctance to abandon
worldly life and it gets around this by lingering over just what the
Buddha is giving up, particularly his sexual involvement with
women. The Lalitavistara, hereinafter the LV, refers to this period of
the Buddha’s life as when “the Bodhisattva resided in the women’s
quarters” (bodhisatvasya-antampura-madhyagatasya), sometimes trans-
lated as the harem.3 Further, it lists the enjoyment of women as one of
the activities of a bodhisattva.4 A bodhisattva is someone who has
made the vow to become a buddha, and is the term used for the Bud-
dha before his enlightenment. The Buddhacarita, hereinafter the BC,
also refers to the antampura, which includes courtesans (vÅramukya),
and refers to the Buddha as a captive of women who are skilled in
sexual pleasure.5 He also has wives, who will be discussed at length
in chapter 5. The ensuing drama of the Buddha’s abandonment of
worldly life is decorated with long passages describing the harem
women that emphasize three stages in his relationship to them: (1) the
appropriateness of the young prince’s involvement with beautiful,
sexually available women; (2) his turning away from such pleasures,
which heightens the seductive ploys of the women as they attempt to
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hold on to him; and (3) his disgust with the (female) body and com-
plete rejection of women.

The Buddha’s four visions changed his relationship with the world,
and the biographies personify the world through the harem women:
like them, it is as beautiful and seductive as it is illusory and transi-
tory. The biographies ascribe familiar and gender-specific qualities to
the Buddha: a lone, heroic man struggling against almost insurmount-
able forces, such as chaos and illusion, which are personified by
women.6 In these early sections of the biographies a Buddhist gender
dynamic is established: men cut through to ultimate reality and
women try to impede their progress; women are the opposition.7
Women are not participants on the same human journey, but are ob-
stacles to it.8 The Buddha’s biographies identify women with materi-
ality (samsÅra) and sexuality, in contrast to men who are identified
with spirituality (dharma). Portraying the Buddha’s resistance to
these, the most beautiful and seductive of women, may originally
have been meant to inspire men to imitate the Buddha and turn away
from more average women, but it carried within it the seeds of a
wholesale rejection of women.9 Representations of this rejection in
texts and iconography when combined with the prevailing social real-
ity, eventually led Buddhists to question women’s ability to achieve
enlightenment. What began as a symbolic use of women to represent
the worldly life and sexuality actually perpetuated the prevailing neg-
ative views about women, such as their polluted status.10 Marina
Warner has made the point that “a symbolized female presence both
gives and takes value and meaning in relation to actual women.”11 In
other words, a constant exchange takes places between images, both
textual and iconographic, and reality. As we shall see below, this hap-
pens time and again as Buddhism spreads into different cultural
areas, including its current encounter with feminism in the West.

There are, however, other moments in the LV when women are por-
trayed positively. For example, at one point the Buddha is reclining in
the women’s quarters listening to the women as they play musical in-
struments, but through these instruments he hears divine beings
make long speeches exhorting him to leave home. The Buddha, now
set on his course to abandon worldly life, preaches to the women,
who make a strong wish for his enlightenment.12 This wish demon-
strates positive, if traditional, female characteristics, such as the abil-
ity to support and sustain male practitioners, and contrasts with their
ability to ensnare men. Significantly, these women are the first beings
the Buddha instructs and makes ready for enlightenment. Actually,
the LV is a rather woman-friendly text, especially when compared to
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the BC, which is much more unrelenting in its negative representa-
tions of women and does not mention either their wish or their future
enlightenment. This may in part be due to the fact that although both
texts were composed sometime between the first century B.C.E. and
the first century C.E., the LV is the work of anonymous compilers of
oral stories about the Buddha, while the BC is the work of a single au-
thor, the monk A±vagho„a. Additional comparisons between these
two texts will be made below.

A careful reading of both texts, though, reveals that it is actually
men who are behind the women’s efforts to keep the Buddha in-
volved in worldly life. In the BC, when he asks his father’s permission
to leave home, King ÷uddhodana orders guards to prevent this and
also orders the women of the harem to use their sexuality to distract
the Buddha.13 His friend UdÅyin takes the Buddha to a pleasure grove
filled with harem women, whom he has instructed in the art of seduc-
tion. The women act out page after page of sexual ensnarement, such
as stumbling against the Buddha, whispering in his ear, letting their
garments slip, and so on.14 A±vagho„a places a greater emphasis on
the harem women and gives them more space than does the LV. Mau-
rice Winternitz explains the inclusion of these passages as follows:

The presentation of love scenes is one of the indispensible ele-
ments of an ornate court poem. The poet [A±vagho„a] fulfills this
requirement by describing the blandishments of the beautiful
women, by which they seek to tempt the prince (IV, 24–53); and in
the highly-coloured description of the night scene in the harem,
which is the cause of the prince’s flight from the palace, the poet
reveals his knowledge of the science of love.15

A short time later, though, the sexual attractiveness of the women
is swept away when the gods cause the women to fall asleep in awk-
ward positions. Long, dramatic passages now describe the ugliness of
the women as they “lay in immodest attitudes, snoring, and stretched
their limbs, all distorted and tossing their arms about.”16 Others
looked like corpses and oozed saliva. Seeing them in this way, the
Buddha concludes: “Such is the real nature of woman in the world of
the living, impure and loathsome; yet man, deceived by dress and or-
naments, succumbs to passion for women.”17

The LV has similar, if briefer passages on the sleeping women. The
gods appear and ask the Buddha: “How can you be joyful in the
midst of this cemetery in which you live?” The Buddha then looked
around the women’s quarters and answers: “I do, in truth, dwell in
the middle of a cemetery!”18
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The Buddha is seeing women, and the world, with different eyes.
Significantly, this scene introduces cemeteries into the imagery associ-
ated with women, which is the beginning of enduring Buddhist asso-
ciations between women, death, and desire.19 The Buddha is seeing
their inevitable fate, which is death; for him, they are already in a
cemetery.

Men are not associated with death and decay in the way women are,
in spite of the fact that the Buddha’s realization about death and decay
occurs through his three visions of men, not women, in varying stages
of decline. These three visions of an old man, a sick man, and a dead
man form the core of his doctrine about the human condition, for both
women and men, but aside from these three visions, its realization in
the world is portrayed exclusively through women, as will be shown in
chapter 7.20 The fourth vision of a male ascetic is the solution to imper-
manence, which is to become a monk or a nun, and its realization re-
mains male in that monks play prominent roles in his full-length
biographies and in Buddhist iconography, while nuns do not.

Returning to the sleeping women in the LV, the Buddha makes a
long speech about their unfortunate spiritual state using thirty-two
similes to analyze the women. In addition to being a mnemonic de-
vice—all the early Buddhist texts were originally oral—as just men-
tioned, in South Asia the number four signifies wholeness and
completeness, and thirty-two adds thoroughness. Thirty-two is a de-
lightful combination of fours: four times eight equals thirty-two, with
eight doubling the meaning of four by being the sum of two times
four, so thirty-two is a number signifying the most thorough and most
complete. Here thirty-two is used to suggest that these similes capture
the essence of the women, that the thirty-two similes completely de-
lineate their nature. We shall meet this number again, especially in the
thirty-two physical marks of a Buddha. Here each simile begins with
the phrase “these childish ones” (Skt: te bÅlÅ). For instance: “These
childish ones are full of desire like idiots clutching pretty vases full of
vomit. . . . These childish ones jump with excitement like dogs in the
midst of bones. These childish ones throw themselves like moths into
the burning flames.”21

This builds to the Buddha’s speech against the human body:

“The body, born from the field of karma,
issuing from the water of desire, is characterized by decay.
Disfigured by tears and sweat, by saliva, urine, and blood,
filled with filth from the belly,
with marrow, blood, and liquids from the brain,
always letting impurities flow—
bodies are the abode of impure teachings and ugly stenches.
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“Covered with leathery skin
punctured by pores, teeth, and hair;
weakened by the accumulation
of excrement, pus, fat, and saliva;
held together like a machine by sinews and nerves;
made beautiful by the flesh
but subject to the pains of disease;
always tormented by hunger and thirst—

“This body with its many apertures
is the abode of old age and death.
Having seen this, what wise man
would not look upon his own body as an enemy?”22

It is important to note that this speech against the body evolves out of
disgust for women’s bodies,23 a theme that will be continued in other
contexts, such as around the bodies of courtesans. Even though the
text says, “[r]eflecting on his own body, he [the Buddha] saw clearly
its afflictions and cut off all inclination toward it,”24 the point is per-
sonified through women’s bodies, equating women with the human
body, in addition to death and desire. In its emphasis on asceticism,
Buddhism, along with other ancient Indian ascetic movements, used
narrative to revise the general understanding of body.25 The purpose
of these passages, and iconographic representations of them, is to en-
courage men to be repelled rather than sexually aroused when they
look at women. This creates at least two problems within the tradi-
tion. First, it emphasizes that Buddhist teachings are directed toward
men and not women, thereby excluding women as recipients of the
text while using them as a rhetorical device. Second, it makes all con-
tact with women problematic, especially for monks, the carriers of the
tradition, thereby limiting women’s access to Buddhist teachings and
cruelly curtailing the role of nuns in the monastic hierarchy.

Appropriately, it is the nameless women of the harem who provoke
the final stage of the Buddha’s spiritual crisis.26 The harem women are
a nameless collectivity, partly because they are meant to represent all
women, but in reality they represent only one aspect of women—the
sexual seductress. The harem women are not individuals, they are the
ocean in which men’s spiritual hopes may flounder.

This rejection of women equates them with all that early Buddhism
rejects: sexuality, the body, and death. All three are connected to
women through the pan-Indian emphasis on women’s fecundity as
the source of this world; but for Buddhists it means that through sex-
uality one gets a body that leads inevitably to sickness, old age, and
death.27 The Buddha’s biographies use women’s bodies to represent
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that which opposes salvation. In this process, the symbolic use of
women also lends support to the Buddhist rejection of actual women
as full participants in the Buddhist path. As we shall see in the chap-
ters that follow, however, this view is grounded in the textual tradi-
tion that often markedly contrasts with the symbolic uses of women’s
bodies in Buddhist iconography.

Significantly, when men are used symbolically in text or iconogra-
phy the situation is quite different. Of course, the male presence of the
Buddha is ubiquitous in his biographical texts and in iconography,
but Warner has made a subtle point about the distinction between
symbolic uses of the female and male forms when she writes: “The fe-
male form tends to be perceived as generic and universal, with sym-
bolic overtones; the male as individual, even when it is being used to
express a generalized idea.”28 One of her examples of this contrast is
Uncle Sam and the Statue of Liberty; Uncle Sam is a distinct character,
a person if you will, in a way that is inconceivable for the Statue of
Liberty. In the same way, images of the Buddha function both to rep-
resent the historical individual and the state of enlightenment, while
the predominance of monks over nuns in both text and iconography
represent historical individuals at the same time they portray the
monastic path as male. This certainly contributed to the decline and
eventually the total demise of the ordination lineage of Buddhist
nuns. Interestingly enough, the unequal iconographic representation
of female and male monastics contrasted with the widespread pres-
ence of other female forms, both of historical women, especially
Queen MÅyÅ, and of mostly anonymous female forms symbolizing
the auspiciousness of female fecundity. As we shall see, the different
gender ideologies expressed in the texts and the iconography have
parallels to male monastic control of the text and the laity’s influence
on iconography. But the Buddha’s story and his relationship to
women does not end here.

RECONCILIATION: THE ASCETIC 
AND THE REQUISITE OF ENLIGHTENMENT

When the Buddha left home he also left civilization, seeking the soli-
tude of the yet untamed forests of ancient India. Here he began to
practice severe austerities believed to free the spirit from the body,
such as exposing his body to the elements and barely eating enough
food to stay alive. He was said to have consumed only one grain of
rice, one juniper berry, and one sesame seed a day during this period.
His determination attracted five male disciples, but after six years of
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Fig. 1.1 SujÅtÅ and friends feeding the Buddha. American Institute of Indian
Studies 648–23. MathurÅ (Maholi), c. second century C.E.

this practice he had the appearance of a corpse and the gods who
were watching over him feared he would die. Filled with concern
they turned to a woman, Queen MÅyÅ, who, having died seven days
after the Buddha’s birth, was residing in TrÅyastrim±a heaven (the
realm of the thirty-three gods). Once she learned about her son’s con-
dition, MÅyÅ appeared before the Buddha and reminded him of his
miraculous birth and the prediction of his future buddhahood, all of
which were in jeopardy because of his continued austerities. The Bud-
dha reassured her that he would attain his goal and she returned to
heaven.29 It is at this point that the Buddha began to change his regi-
men, began to turn back toward the world, and, indeed, began his rec-
onciliation with women.

Realizing that his body was too weak to achieve enlightenment, he
decided to eat solid food. His five male disciples, believing he had
abandoned asceticism, deserted him. But some young village women
came and offered him a dish of rice and milk, which he accepted (Fig-
ure 1.1).30 One of them, SujÅtÅ, echoed the earlier wish of the harem
women when she said: “May the Bodhisattva, having received food
from me, attain perfect and fulfilled Enlightenment and become a
Buddha!”31 In accepting this food the Buddha also began to accept, in-
deed to internalize, women. We begin to see him reverse his earlier re-
jection of women. That this is an intentional point of the compilers of
the LV is shown by the contrasting behavior of his male disciples, who
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deserted him, and the village women, who sustained him. This, of
course, is a complete inversion of his earlier abandonment of women
and the years spent almost exclusively with male ascetics. Signifi-
cantly, in contrast to the nameless women of the harem, not only Su-
jÅtÅ, but several of her female companions are named32 and thus
individualized.

After having eaten the food, the Buddha looked for something to
replace the tattered robe he had worn for six years. Here the connec-
tion between women and cemeteries reasserts itself, but in a new
guise. Entering a cemetery, he picked up a cloth that had been used to
wrap the body of a dead woman.33 Having equated women with
cemeteries on the night he left home, the Buddha now put the shroud
of a dead woman on himself.

Next he wanted to bathe, so the gods created a pond. When he fin-
ished his bath and tried to step out of the pond, the demon MÅra
caused the water to rise. The Buddha then requested the goddess of a
nearby tree to bend down a branch of the tree so he could pull himself
out, which she did.34

The next day SujÅtÅ invited the Buddha to a meal in her home. Here
he truly reenters the women’s quarters, reenters the world, and once
again he accepts food offerings from a woman. His biography de-
scribes this as a propitious event: “The Bodhisattva thought: ‘Now that
SujÅtÅ has offered such food to me, there can be no doubt: after partak-
ing of it, I will attain the perfect, supreme, and complete Enlighten-
ment of a Buddha.’” He addresses her as “my sister,” and gives her
spiritual teachings. As with the harem women, this demonstrates that
his teachings are very much for women as well as for men. After leav-
ing SujÅtÅ’s house he bathes in a river where a female nÅga (semidivine
snakelike creatures) offers him “a resplendent lion throne”35 as a sign
of his imminent achievement of enlightenment when he will roar like
a lion. Restored by this reconciliation with all aspects of the feminine,
the Buddha approaches the Bo tree, the seat of his enlightenment.

The LV has presented an intriguing sequence of female characters:
a woman who is dead yet lives (MÅyÅ), living women (the village
women), a dead woman (the corpse), and semidivine women (the tree
goddess and the female nÅga). All these females, in their various states
of existence, living/dead, human/divine, are able to aid the Buddha
in some way. In his first sustained contact with women since his initial
rejection of them the Buddha established an appropriate role for lay
women in Buddhism, that of being donors (dÅna). This will develop
into the doctrine that lay people who are unable to pursue monastic
life can still acquire merit (puœya) that will enable them to attain en-
lightenment in a future lifetime.
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This series of reconciliations with various females enabled the Bud-
dha to demonstrate his acceptance of the feminine on all levels of exis-
tence, and indeed his acceptance of existence itself as he prepared to
transcend it. Through Queen MÅyÅ, living among the gods, he made
contact with the heavens. But his contact with the earth was the most
thorough in that the village women provided contact with human be-
ings, the tree goddess provided contact with semidivine earth beings
and the vegetable world, while the female nÅga provided contact with
both the animal world, the waters, and the underworld. As will be
shown in the following chapter, tree goddesses, or yak„≠s, and nagin≠s,
can bestow abundance, they can make women, fields, and animals
fertile, and can confer other forms of wealth. Images of yak„≠s and
nagin≠s are prominently displayed at important Buddhist sites, reveal-
ing that Buddhists incorporated the auspicious powers of these pre-
Buddhist deities. When these deities helped the Buddha and then
worshipped him, they gave him command of their formidable pow-
ers, which he could now bestow on his followers. These deities are
also connected to sovereignty, and in this they represent the fulfill-
ment of the predictions at the Buddha’s birth that he would become a
cakravartin, a world conqueror.

Of course, MÅra, demonic god of the realm of desire, must chal-
lenge the Buddha’s passage beyond the control of his realm to an en-
lightened state. He asked the Buddha: “Through what merit will you
gain deliverance?” This is a reference to the Buddhist belief that acts
of generosity confer merit (puœya), which, accrued over many life-
times, leads to enlightenment. The Buddha answered:

“I have freely made hundreds of millions of offerings. I have cut
off my hands, my feet, my eyes, and my head as gifts for those
who wished them; ardently desiring the deliverance of beings, I
distributed houses, riches, seeds, beds, garments, gardens, and
parks to all who asked.”36

MÅra was not satisfied by the Buddha’s answer and he demanded a
witness. The Buddha then called upon the earth to be his witness by
touching it with his right hand. The earth responds first by trembling,
and then the goddess of the earth, called SthÅvarÅ in the LV, “revealed
the upper half of her body”37 and spoke as witness for the Buddha.

This is a powerful and famous image, the earth itself siding with
the Buddha against MÅra and his legions of demons. In this context, it
is interesting to note that the BC has a bhutam (a sky being), a neuter
nominative,38 act as the Buddha’s witness, speaking from the sky,
which not only takes away the feminine element but removes the pro-
cess of witnessing from the earth to the sky. The BC describes many of
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the same events as the LV, but with much of the feminine element re-
moved or played down. Another example occurs when the Buddha
first accepted food. In the BC it is from a single woman, called Nanda-
balÅ,39 and he does not take a meal at her house the next day as he did
with SujÅtÅ in the LV.

The BC also differs from the LV in not regarding the Buddha’s ac-
ceptance of food from a woman as a stimulus toward his enlighten-
ment. The Buddha’s reconciliation with women is the subject of the
LV, not the BC.40 As a single author drawing on various sources for
the Buddha’s life, A±vagho„a is revealed to have made just the sort of
cuts and modifications that various scholars have suggested were
done by the anonymous monk-compilers of various other canonical
Buddhist texts. A telling example of this is the inclusion of the first or-
dination of Buddhist monks and the exclusion of the first ordination
of Buddhist nuns in all the full-length biographies of the Buddha.

In all the biographies, though, MÅra also has feminine forces on his
side, demonic ones, in the form of his daughters. The LV creates
strong parallels between the harem women and MÅra’s three daugh-
ters, Discontent, Delight, and Thirst.41 For instance, when they try to
tempt the Buddha on the night of enlightenment, like the women of
the harem, they do not act of their own volition, but are instructed by
their father, MÅra.42 These texts tell us not so much about women
being sexual temptresses as women being under the control of men,
as being part of the sexual economy of their time. In actuality these
scenes are about two powerful males who want to deter the Bud-
dha—the Buddha’s father and MÅra—and their sexual use of depen-
dent women as their tools.

The LV describes MÅra’s daughters as having thirty-two kinds of
feminine wiles that recall the thirty-two negative similes the Buddha
used to analyze the harem women. These wiles vividly reflect the
harem women’s attempted seduction of the Buddha.

What are these thirty-two? Some of the goddesses veiled half their
faces; some showed off their firm round breasts; some with half-
smiles flashed their pearl-like teeth; some stretched out their
rounded arms while yawning; some showed their lips, which were
red like the fruit of the bimba; some gazed at the Bodhisattva; with
half-closed eyes, glancing at him, and then quickly looking away;
some were showing their half-covered breasts; with garments
which were loosely belted, or in fitted, transparent garments, they
revealed the curve of their waists. Some made their anklets jingle;
some were wearing garlands of flowers on their breasts; some
were baring half their thighs; some were parading parrots and jays
on their shoulders and their heads.43
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Unlike the harem women, though, the daughters of MÅra speak, or
actually sing, to the Buddha, using the third person to describe them-
selves:

“They have the bearing of a swan, swaying as they walk;
they speak with grace the language of love,
the language that touches the heart;
they are beautiful and finely adorned;
they are skilled as well in the joys of the gods!

“They know the arts of music,
singing, playing instruments, and dancing.
They are ruled by love, they live to give pleasure.”44

Like the women of the harem, MÅra’s daughters are beautiful, finely
adorned, musical, and above all, skilled in the sexual arts. The text
lingers over their description, enticing the reader/hearer with visions
of their loveliness. Their beauty is soon subverted, though, when the
Buddha makes another anti-body speech that is quite similar to his
earlier speech inspired by the sleeping harem women. He concludes
by saying to them: “I have given up the company of women, whose
tendencies are to captivate.”45

This rejection completely parallels that of the harem women and in
this way the LV seems to stumble over the whole process of reconcili-
ation leading up to this scene. The iconography, though, does not.
One of the most popular images of the historical Buddha is from the
night of enlightenment and it depicts the moment he called upon the
earth to be his witness. It is called the bhâmispar±a, the earth-touching
pose (Plate 1). This is the main iconographic representation of the
Buddha’s supreme achievement, enlightenment, and by the gesture of
his right hand extending downward to touch the earth it signals the
necessary female component of that achievement. This gesture, or
mudra, comes to represent the state of enlightenment, and is incorpo-
rated into the iconography of other enlightened beings, such as the ce-
lestial Buddha Ak„obhya.

The importance of the earth and of divine feminine forces contin-
ued after MÅra’s daughters admitted defeat and advised their father
to give up as well. At that moment the goddess of the Bo tree (vŸk„ade-
vata) spoke, also advising MÅra to relent.46

The scene of MÅra’s daughters is about defining good and bad
women: good women are respectful and make offerings; bad women
are seductive: their thirty-two feminine wiles are comparable to the
thirty-two negative similes of the harem women and strongly contrast
with the thirty-two good qualities of Queen MÅyÅ.47 Additionally, the
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text contrasts good and bad female deities: the seductive daughters of
MÅra and the bountiful earth goddesses and tree goddesses who can
bestow fertility. In these auspicious goddesses we can see an attempt
to answer the needs of the laity which are discussed in the next chap-
ter. The biographies of the Buddha began as oral texts and the earliest
texts did not get written down much before the first century C.E.,
which is several hundred years after the development of Buddhist pil-
grimage sites with their iconographic evidence of the incorporation of
pre-Buddhist nature deities. The compilers of these texts were trying
to make sense of what already existed, rather than trying to present a
comprehensive or even consistent view of Buddhism.

In early Buddhism the maleness of the Buddha took on an exagger-
ated importance that culminated in debates as to whether women are
capable of achieving enlightenment or if they must first reincarnate as
men. Such a view is not limited to Buddhists—it was part of a pan-In-
dian view in which male superiority most often looked to female infe-
riority for validation.48 In fact, it is all too familiar in the religions of
the world as well as in other cultural constructs. Buddha’s maleness,
which belonged to his historical identity, was misinterpreted as essen-
tial to his salvational role.49 In this way existing male social privileges
were confirmed by the Buddha’s maleness, in part because male priv-
ileges went beyond what was socially permissible for women, and in
part because the greater physical accuracy of men’s resemblance to
the Buddha led to an identification with the Buddha that was physi-
cally impossible for women. As will be shown below, this is all about
penises. In spite of this, the Buddha’s life is a redefinition of masculin-
ity, one that introduces new masculine values and reinterprets some
old ones, such as the heroic masculine ideals of his early life that were
based on his royal status. A slightly later formulation of the masculine
ideal by the Hindu lawmaker Manu is suggestive of how far the Bud-
dha strayed. This lists four stages in a man’s life: celibate student,
married householder, forest-dwelling ascetic, and wandering ascetic.
In this system one abandons the householder life when he sees his
son’s son.50 (In this system women were mainly a male appendage:
first, a dutiful daughter, then devoted wife and loving mother.) The
Buddha rejected these ideal stages of a man’s life and their attendant
duties when he decided to pursue the ascetic path at the age of thirty,
when he chose to be celibate before seeing his son’s son. He chose in-
stead to build on the Indian myth of the virile ascetic whose absti-
nence is the source of his power. Indian myths abound with examples
of ascetics who by withholding their semen gained tremendous
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power and even threatened the gods.51 Though there were stories
about female ascetics, and even though many of the early Buddhist
nuns are said to have achieved enlightenment, the belief arose that
men alone are capable of fully representing and/or achieving what
the Buddha did.52 The power to facilitate this ideology resided within
a male, monastic hierarchy that questioned women’s access to ordina-
tion, gave official voice and visibility primarily to men, controlled the
texts of the tradition, and finally, so completely marginalized wom-
en’s monastic participation that the ordination of nuns completely
ceased throughout South and Southeast Asia.53

That issues of masculinity were involved in the Buddha’s personal
history is suggested by the fact that the Buddha’s choice of celibacy
seems to have led some of his opponents to challenge his virility, a
point answered in a third century C.E. biographical source, the Vinaya
of the MâlasarvÅstivÅdin, hereinafter the MSV,54 by paralleling his
seven years of asceticism with his wife having a miraculous preg-
nancy that lasted seven years. 55

In conclusion, I would like to suggest that some Buddhist practi-
tioners have remained in the Buddha’s harem, focusing on his initial
rejection of women which contributed to reduced roles for women in
Buddhist practice and the more or less strict separation of women
from male monastics. But the Buddha’s reconciliation with women be-
fore he achieved enlightenment described the necessary inclusion of
woman’s auspicious powers in order to achieve enlightenment.

In what follows I unpack these and other ideas about gender ex-
pressed in the early biographies of the Buddha, beginning with the
Buddhist concept of motherhood, the subject of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 2
MOTHERS AND SONS1

QUEEN MÄYÄ
Contradictory ideas about women and what it means to be female clus-
ter around the figure of the Buddha’s mother, Queen MÅyÅ. Having
died seven days after giving birth to the Buddha, in texts she is alter-
nately the good, dead mother, so familiar in folktales from around the
world,2 and a lightning rod for male fears about female sexuality and
pollution. The MahÅvastu, hereinafter the MV,3 explains that the moth-
ers of all buddhas, of the past and of the future, die seven days after
giving birth because it is inappropriate for them ever to have sex
again.4 It adds that the Buddha is not polluted by the foul matter of the
womb, but remains pure while in the womb because his body is rubbed
with perfume and washed clean.5 The LV tells us that while in his
mother’s womb the Buddha was enclosed in a jeweled casket
(ratnavyâha) to protect him from its pollution (Plate 2).6 In contrast to
these negative textual statements about the pollution of all female bod-
ies, including Queen MÅyÅ’s, her iconography positively represents fe-
male sexuality and celebrates its auspicious powers of fecundity. Of
even further interest, although Queen MÅyÅ is only briefly treated in
the Buddha’s biographies, in part because she died so soon after his
birth, she is pervasive in Buddhist iconography. This suggests that her
image carried additional meanings that went beyond her individuality
as a particular historical character. In the same way that images of the
Buddha represent both the historical Buddha and the state of enlighten-
ment, so, too, images of Queen MÅyÅ represent her historical individu-
ality and the auspicious fecundity of human and divine females.

In South Asia fertile women are believed to possess part of the sacred
powers of creation and are thus defined as auspicious (maÙgalam),
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which endows them with the power to confer blessings, especially of
fertility, and other forms of wealth, as well as to curse. The most aus-
picious woman is one who has given birth to living children and
whose husband is still alive, while the least auspicious is the widow,
who has lost the power to bless or to bring auspiciousness to places
and events such as births and weddings.7 Auspiciousness is a state “of
well-being and health or more generally of all that creates, promotes,
and maintains life,”8 while the inauspicious (amaÙgala) is associated
with death and decay. The validation of fertile sexuality is inherent in
the concept of female auspiciousness, and as we shall see, it is con-
trasted with male purity achieved through celibacy. Buddhists quite
consciously incorporated, or at least never discarded, this ethos of fe-
male power that pervaded pan-Indian culture. In early Buddhism it
was included primarily through iconography, but in the later tantric
period it entered texts and rituals as well. The iconography of Queen
MÅyÅ is an important early example of this incorporation.

Conception and Birth Images
Four biographical events dominate the iconography of the historical
Buddha and establish the four major Buddhist pilgrimage sites: his
birth, which features MÅyÅ, and three adult images of the Buddha at
his enlightenment, first sermon, and death.9 The earliest stone images
of these events all depict the Buddha symbolically rather than an-
thropomorphically; respectively, the last three are represented by the
Bo tree, the wheel, and the cremation. In the birth scene MÅyÅ is
posed standing, grasping a tree branch, while attendants hold an
empty blanket at her right side on which the infant Buddha can be
imagined rather than imaged. When stone images of the Buddha in
human form began to be depicted around the first century B.C.E.,10 the
infant was sometimes, though not always (Figure 2.1), included, and
was placed either floating at her right side (Figure 2.2) and being re-
ceived on a blanket and/or standing by her right foot. There are even
some images of the infant miraculously emerging from her side
(Plate 2). These are among the earliest and most widespread female
images in Buddhist art. Queen MÅyÅ is depicted as a beautiful,
young, seminude woman, with the slim-waisted and full, curvaceous
figure that to this day remains the female ideal in South Asian art and
literature. This image is depicted at various sites throughout Gand-
hara, at BhÅrhut, Sanchi, AmarÅvat≠, MathurÅ, NÅgÅrjunakoœØa, and
so on, and it continued to be depicted in later periods throughout the
Buddhist world. Additionally, this image is included in carvings
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Fig. 2.1 Middle panel: MÅyÅ giving birth without infant being imaged.
American Institute of Indian Studies A1–95, NÅgÅrjunakoœØa, c. second
century C.E.
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Fig. 2.2 MÅyÅ giving birth with infant imaged. © AAAUM (ACSAA 2822,
Kushan)
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Fig. 2.3 MÅyÅ’s dream. Gandhara, photograph by Mary Storm.

from all over South Asia that depict eight events in the life of the
Buddha: his birth, enlightenment, first sermon, and death, plus four
other events discussed later in this chapter. Consequently, these carv-
ings encapsulate his four primary and four secondary pilgrimage
sites.

A second frequent depiction of Queen MÅyÅ represents her dream
when she conceived the Buddha. Like the birth scene, it is a potent
image of auspicious female sexuality: MÅyÅ is shown asleep on her
side while above her an elephant descends (Figure 2.3), symbolizing
the Buddha’s miraculous conception through a dream rather than
through intercourse.11 Many ancient people believed that women could
conceive through dreams,12 and some women slept in temples in order
to have dreams as a cure for infertility.13 Significantly, the image of
MÅyÅ’s conception dream could also be one of the earliest stone images
in Buddhist art,14 because it allows for the Buddha to be represented by
an elephant rather than in human form as an infant. Representations of
this dream appear at various important sites throughout Buddhist his-
tory, such as Sanchi, BhÅrut, Sarnath, AmarÅvat≠, NÅgÅrjunakoœØa,
Ajanta, Gandhara, and sites in central, Southeast and East Asia.

Returning to the image of MÅyÅ giving birth, it is particularly in-
triguing when compared to other female figures similarly posed with
trees, such as the ±ÅlabhañjikÅ (woman and the ±Ål tree; Figures 2.4 and
2.5) and the dohada (two-hearted one, referring to a pregnant woman
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Figs. 2.4 and 2.5 ÷ÅlabhañjikÅ. American Institute of Indian Studies 243.38
and A36.83, both Bharhut, c. second century B.C.E.
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Fig 2.5
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who thus has her own heart and that of her baby) that are also de-
picted at early Buddhist sites. These voluptuous female figures stand
unself-consciously, often bejeweled and with uncovered breasts, under
a blooming tree, one hand stretched overhead, grasping a branch,
with one leg bent back at the knee, toward the tree, the foot raised to
touch the trunk, or with one leg twined around the tree trunk. This
pose clearly alludes to sexual encounters in that the literary tradition
often described the sexual embrace as a woman encircling a man like
a vine encircles a tree trunk. More significantly, it suggests folk beliefs
that an auspicious woman who kicks or touches a tree with her foot
can cause it to bloom. For example, dohada is a word that also refers to
budding plants that long for the touch of a beautiful woman in order
to bloom.15 To this day one of the most frequently drawn auspicious
images at the entrance to a wedding is that of a young woman hold-
ing plantain trees.16 Similar ancient beliefs focus on female tree spirits
(yak„≠s) who were believed capable of conferring fertility.17 All these
beliefs were incorporated into Buddhism. By incorporating such fig-
ures Buddhists hoped to endow their sacred sites with the powers of
these chthonic females to protect and to confer blessings.

Yak„≠s are ambivalent deities because they can confer or withhold
blessings, or even bring disasters. As vegetation deities they can grant
plentiful crops and make herds fruitful; thus they are givers of wealth.
Even more important, they can cure barrenness or sterility in hu-
mans—they can give children. Casting Queen MÅyÅ in this pose di-
rectly connects her with these powers, and it incorporates these chthonic
powers into Buddhism. Statues and carvings of MÅyÅ, yak„≠s, and sim-
ilar female images were included to empower early Buddhist sites
with their auspiciousness.18 Consequently, these images are all about
womanliness: they have large, full breasts and broad curving hips
that stress fertility and stimulate male desire. They are a celebration of
female biology, but they also carry powerful religious meanings as be-
stowers of fertility and wealth in all its forms.

Relevant to the gendered meaning of images dedicated at various
important Buddhist sites is the yak„≠ iconography of the Kushan Dy-
nasty (c. first to third century C.E.). Not only the breasts, but fre-
quently the vulvas on female figures are clearly displayed (Figures
2.6, 2.7, and 2.10).19 Reciprocally, male figures from the Kushan period
emphasize the penis under the folds of their lower garments, even
statues of the Buddha and the future Buddha Maitreya (Figure 2.8),20

which were actually modeled on those of the yak„a, male equivalents
of yak„≠s. There is a distinct articulation of muscles and strength, an
expression of male powers of fertility complimenting that of the fe-
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Fig. 2.6 Voluptuous women. American Institute of Indian Studies 485–13.
MathurÅ (Bhutesvara), second century C.E.

male figures.21 This articulation of the male form disappears rather
quickly; indeed male forms become somewhat feminized, or at least
lose any suggestion of overt masculinity,22 while voluptuous female
forms continue. Thus, the deeply entrenched pan-Indian belief in the
auspicious powers of female fertility continued to be anthropomor-
phized by the sexualized female body, while the commitment to spiri-
tual advancement was anthropomorphized by the nonsexualized
male bodies of buddhas, bodhisattvas, and monks, as it was in early
Buddhist literature. I will return to this topic in chapter 4.

South Asia is replete with stories that connect beautiful, often se-
ductive, women with male ascetics, from the ap±aras (divine women)
Indra sends to seduce male sages to the happy family scenes of the as-
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Fig. 2.7 Kushan yak„≠, exposed vulva. © AAAUM (ACSAA 2828)
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Fig. 2.8 Future Buddha Maitreya Kushan, photograph by John C.
Huntington, courtesy of the Huntington Archive.
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cetic god ÷iva and his beautiful wife PÅrvart≠. Some of these stories
are explored in chapter 6, but for now it is relevant to recall this was a
theme in the Buddha’s life as well, and that prior to his abandonment
of worldly life, he fully enjoyed life and its pleasures with his wife
and harem women. As will be discussed further in chapter 4, at least
one text, the MSV, is at pains to make the point that the Buddha did
not abandon sexual activity due to impotency.

Male ascetics were believed to be highly potent because they could
retain their semen, and just like the fecundity of auspicious females, it
could be directed for the benefit of others. Yet in the biographies of the
Buddha fertile women are represented as problematic, while any such
problem is for the most part ignored by the iconography of early Bud-
dhist sites; the texts are saying one thing about being female, and the
iconography another.

A leading example of this can be seen in textual and iconographic
representations of the yak„≠. Though statues and carvings of yak„≠s and
of Queen MÅyÅ are to be found at major early Buddhist sites all over
India, in texts yak„≠s began to be portrayed as inauspicious.23 I am ar-
guing that the texts tarred MÅyÅ with the same brush. Iconographi-
cally MÅyÅ is a yak„≠ figure, a beautiful, fertile woman who can bestow
the blessings of fecundity and wealth, and whose presence empowers
any site with female auspiciousness. Textually, we have seen that her
female body is a dangerous source of pollution. For the most part, the
ideas expressed in texts are those of male monastics who controlled
the texts once they began to be written down, perhaps as early as the
first century B.C.E., although material continued to be added into the
fifth century C.E.24 On the other hand, the laity, both the wealthy
through individual donations and poorer people through collective
donations, had a significant influence on the development, mainte-
nance, and iconography of Buddhist pilgrimage sites.25

The MahÅparinibbÅnasuttanta (v.24) states that the Buddha, as he lay
dying, recommended visiting places that had been important in his
life.26 These developed into Buddhist pilgrimage sites focused on stâ-
pas27 (Figure 2.9), cylindrical or rounded solid architectural structures
that house the bodily relics of the Buddha or of other important Bud-
dhist figures. Stâpas are the center of devotional activities by both the
lay and monastic communities through ritual circumambulation of
the stâpa, offerings of incense, flowers and burning candles, chanting,
and so on. The sides of the stâpas were decorated with carvings, as
were the walkway railings that often surrounded them (Figures 2.4,
2.5, 2.6, 2.9, and 2.10). Carvings and statuary depicted auspicious mo-
tifs such as garlands and lotuses, and pan-Indian divinities such as



Mothers and Sons • 35

Fig. 2.9 A stâpa at Sanchi. © AAAUM, photograph by Suresh Vasant.
(ACSAA 3004)

yak„≠s and yak„as, serpent beings (nÅgas) and guardian deities, along
with biographical narratives about the Buddha and other Buddhist
saints, including episodes from the Buddha’s past lives, the jÅtakas.28

In brief, the Buddha’s life story was used to carve out a distinctly
Buddhist sacred geography, one that devotees could contemplate
when they journeyed to pilgrimage sites and during their circumam-
bulations of stâpas.

Vidya Dehejia has written a masterful study of the surviving visual
narratives Buddhists carved in stone, especially those with densely
packed scenes (Figures 2.1 and 2.12), the earliest of which she dates
from the first century B.C.E.29 Statues are also found at these sites, for
instance adult images of the Buddha at his enlightenment, first ser-
mon, and death, and those of pan-Indian divinities, such as the yak„≠s.

The iconographic evidence indicates that Buddhist sites celebrated
the esoteric experience of enlightenment associated with celibacy as
well as the exoteric experience of happiness in this life, be it a good
crop, a successful caravan,30 protection from misfortune, or a cure for
barrenness. The negative views of some monks about women, which
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Fig. 2.10 Sanchi yak„≠. © AAAUM, photograph by Suresh Vasant. (ACSAA
3016, detail of Figure 2.9)
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were slowly included in oral and eventually written narratives about
Buddha’s life, did not lead to immediate iconographic changes. Dehe-
jia has explained the time lag between the ideas expressed in texts and
those expressed in iconography, or between ideas and actual prac-
tices,31 a point also amply demonstrated by the research of Gregory
Schopen.32 It could take a century or even two for new ideologies of
the monastic communities to influence lay ideas or to be depicted
iconographically. It is clear that individuals who visited these sites
had various goals, and some visitors must have been non-Buddhists.
While I am taking a strong position on what these female images
meant, it is impossible to deny that people, then as now, saw what
they wanted in them.33

Monastic and lay devotion did, however, merge in the practice of
commissioning iconography and then dedicating the merit (puœya, a
spiritual reward) accrued from such a pious act to one’s deceased par-
ents. The evidence for this comes from the inscriptions donors had
carved along with the iconography, and from which Schopen argues
that dedicating merit to one’s parents was a major preoccupation of
monastics,34 at least those who could afford it. This is further evidence
for the discrepancies between texts and iconography as the vinayas
(monastic rule books) proscribed against monastics handling money
and required them to abandon all family life, while many texts em-
phasized that there is no self to endure after death.35

I will return to this subject of enduring relationships between Bud-
dhists and their dead parents, especially their mothers, shortly. For
now, I want to emphasize an additional disjunction between what the
texts say and what the iconography shows. As mentioned above, the
image of Queen MÅyÅ giving birth sometimes shows the infant Bud-
dha and sometimes it does not. As difficult as it is to date these im-
ages with precision, the presence or absence of the infant may be an
important part of the discussion surrounding exactly when and where
the Buddha was first depicted in anthropomorphic form. Central to
any discussion, though, is understanding the relationship between
the development of the Buddha’s biographies and its iconography.
Dehejia has made the point that early Buddhist texts were written
down after the earliest stone iconography was created, thus the texts
often had to explain the iconographic narrations of the Buddha’s life
that predated them. At the same time, the texts were articulating neg-
ative images of women, even of MÅyÅ, as with the jeweled casket that
protected the Buddha while in her womb. Clearly, having the Buddha
born from her side in order to avoid the pollution of the birth channel
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undermines representations of female fertility as auspicious. Granting
that prevailing beliefs attributed pollution to women’s bodies and
granting that heroes are often given miraculous births, not all the
texts agree that this was the way Queen MÅyÅ gave birth. For exam-
ple, the birth from her side is not contained in the NidÅnakathÅ, here-
inafter the NK,36 or the MSV. Images of attendants holding an empty
blanket by MÅyÅ’s right side could be depicting the moments before
or after the Buddha’s birth, and one cannot argue that they indicate
birth from her side based on textual versions of the birth because the
texts came after the earliest iconography. And, though MÅyÅ’s body is
depicted as brimming with fertility, her narrow waist and flat stom-
ach contradict the idea of a full-term pregnancy. That empty blanket,
which is meant to indicate the presence of the Buddha, could have
given some redactors of the texts an opportunity to state that the in-
fant exited from her side in order to shore up their negative represen-
tations of women and yak„≠s. By having an unnatural birth MÅyÅ,
somewhat like the Virgin Mary, gets stung twice. First, she is taken
out of the natural realm and put into the realm of the miraculous, far
above other women. Second, the auspiciousness of the birth is dimin-
ished by this emphasis on her polluted state. In chapter 4 I will elabo-
rate on this argument in relation to problems with male powers of
fertility in Buddhist texts and iconography.

Such negative ideas about women were quite obviously not shared
by all monastics because some joined the laity in commissioning female
statues imbibed with auspiciousness in order to empower Buddhist
sites. For instance, at BhÅrhut, one of the earliest sites to utilize stone in
such work, all the statues bear inscriptions identifying their donors,
and many statues of yak„≠s and other females were donated by monks
and nuns.37 The pan-Indian belief in the auspiciousness of female fertil-
ity was one shared by both the lay and monastic communities.

Lay interests, however, appear to be more fully represented in
iconography than those of monastics for philosophical and financial
reasons. Philosophically, the new and abstract ideals of Buddhism,
such as enlightenment and the concept of no-self, were difficult to
represent; consequently, it took several centuries for them to reach
their fullest development in the plastic arts.38 Financially, the arts
were centered in the courtly and mercantile circles that were their
main support and whose tastes they reflected.39 In addition to royal
support, early Buddhism flourished through the support of a new and
rapidly rising merchant class who wanted material success and made
generous donations when their enterprises by land and sea suc-
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ceeded. Many were men who were trying to build fortunes, and they
desired material success and the pleasures it could supply, and they
also desired children.

Evidence for lay religious interests can be seen in the frequent de-
pictions of HÅrit≠ and Kubera, either as a couple or separately, from the
earliest periods. Kubera is often said to be the king of the yak„as and he
was worshipped as a god of wealth. HÅrit≠ especially draws our atten-
tion because she is among the first female deities to play a part in early
Buddhist worship40 and because she was so frequently depicted.41

HÅrit≠ is sometimes said to be a yak„≠, and almost always is shown with
children in her lap or at her feet: the children she can protect or can
confer on barren couples (Figure 2.11). The fact that her image was
usually in or near monastic refectories where she was given a daily
share of food is one indication of the popularity of her cult. Addition-
ally, when a member of the laity invited the monastic community to
her or his home, the host made food offerings to her.42 This is ex-
plained in her legend that says originally she was a protective and fer-
tility deity (being the mother of five hundred children), a yak„≠ who
became a child-devouring demon connected with miscarriage, abor-
tion, and smallpox (a disease particularly devastating to children). She
was later converted by the Buddha when he hid her youngest child in
his alms bowl so that the suffering HÅrit≠ experienced while searching
for her child would awaken her sympathy with other mothers who
lose their children. As a Buddhist, she became a deity who protects
children (especially from smallpox) and bestows prosperity and fertil-
ity, and the Buddha ordained that she and her five hundred children
should receive a share of food from every monastery,43 which is why
her shrine was usually in or near monastic refectories. Interestingly,
she is rarely mentioned in texts, and does not appear in the full-length
biographies of the Buddha.44 Despite her presence in refectories and
during lay food offerings to the monastic community, she seems to
have been of more interest to the laity than the monastics. The seventh-
century Chinese pilgrim-monk Hsüan Tsang records that in order to
have children, lay people worshipped her at a stâpa that marked the
spot where she was converted.45 Actually, her conversion was com-
memorated at several widely separated sites.46 Her cult developed in
northwestern India, in the cultural pluralism of the Kushan period
(first century C.E. to fourth century C.E.).47 From there it spread with
Buddhism to Borobudur, central Asia, Tibet, Nepal, China, Korea, and
Japan, though in the latter three countries she was absorbed into Kuan
Yin.48 Besides being another example of a female iconographic pres-
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Fig. 2.11 HÅrit≠. Kushan, photograph by John C. Huntington, courtesy of the
Huntington Archive.
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ence and textual absence, the enduring popularity of her images re-
flected lay interests, while the scanty textual references to her reflected
a lack of interest on the part of early monastics.49

As already mentioned, Buddhist pilgrimage sites were focused on
stâpas, memorial mounds containing the relics of the sainted dead.
Despite certain varieties among them, such as rounded or cylindrical
shapes, they are consistent in naming the central mass the egg (aœØa)
or the womb (garbha) because it contains the seed (dhÅtu), the relic. In
Sri Lanka stâpas are actually called dagobas, from the Sanskrit dhÅtu-
garbha: dhÅtu meaning seed and relic.50 As memorials, stâpas are
clearly connected to death, yet they also evoke the fertility of life and
of rebirth. Even though death is deeply connected to pollution, stâpas
are located in preeminently pure and sacred places, places that we
have seen were heavily decorated with many symbols of auspicious
fertility, as were the stâpas. Seen in this context, stâpas confer a fertil-
ity desired by laity and monastics alike: rebirth into a better life
whether that be enlightenment, and thus freedom from the cycle of
birth, death, and rebirth, or rebirth into a life possessing the freedom
and ease to pursue enlightenment, or rebirth into one of the Buddhist
heavens.

Returning to Queen MÅyÅ, placed in this context her iconography
does more than just reflect this imagery of female auspiciousness and
fecundity—it embraces it. The birth scene clearly and obviously repre-
sents the fertile link between women and trees and confers on her the
powers of the yak„≠s.51 This is further shown by several carvings of the
infant Buddha being presented to the local yak„a deity, for instance at
AmarÅvart≠ and NÅgÅrjunakoœØa.

TrÅyastrim±a Heaven
A third important iconographic reference to MÅyÅ is contained in the
Buddha’s descent at SÅmkÅ±ya from TrÅyastrim±a (Pali: TÅvatisma)
heaven, the heaven of the thirty-three gods, where he had gone to
preach to her. It, too, is the focus of pilgrimage, being one of four sec-
ondary pilgrimage sites that were added to the original four sites by
the end of the second century B.C.E.52 Together, these eight events from
the life of the Buddha become a major theme in Buddhist art that was
represented throughout Buddhist South Asia. The descent from
TrÅyastrim±a heaven (Figure 2.12) is an additional example of differ-
ences in iconographic and textual representations because it was a
fairly widespread image,53 while textual references to it are quite thin.
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Fig. 2.12 Buddha’s descent from TrÅyastrim±a Heaven. © The Mathura
Museum (ACSAA 2822, Kushan)

The BC treats it briefly (xx.56–xxi.1), but gives more extensive treat-
ment to the Buddha teaching his father (xix.1–41). Other sources are
the DivyÅvadÅna54 and the commentary on the Dhammapada, the
Dhammapada-AÊÊhakathÅ.55 This last text is particularly interesting in
that it states the Buddha spent the rainy season (about three months)
in this heaven, teaching his mother the all-important abhidharma cor-
pus. Additionally, the fourth-century Chinese pilgrim-monk Fa Hsien
adds the intriguing story of the nun UtpalavarœÅ, who is often de-
picted kneeling at the foot of the ladder as the Buddha descends.56 She
had vowed to be the first to see the Buddha when he descended, but
stood little chance of doing so in the press of people who awaited
him. Because of her past accumulation of merit, the Buddha trans-
formed her into a man, and a cakravartin at that, a universal monarch.
She was then able to walk to the front of the crowd because of her in-
creased status, where the Buddha transformed her back into a
woman, in which form she greeted him. He then predicted her future
enlightenment.57 More will be said about her in chapter 12.

The frequent depictions of the Buddha’s descent from TrÅyastrim±a
heaven, coupled with the many scenes of MÅyÅ conceiving the Bud-
dha and giving birth, when compared to the rare representations of
the Buddha’s father, King ÷uddhodana, (and then more as king than
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father) emphasize the importance of motherhood. Another instance of
this is found in the MSV, in the list of “the causal chain of events in
the Buddha’s life.” ÷uddhodana is not mentioned once, but MÅyÅ re-
ceives several mentions, including the cleansing of her body before
her conception, the conception, birth, and Buddha going to heaven to
preach to her.58 Of significance to my argument that women were rep-
resented more often in iconography than in texts, this is a list of im-
ages. The BC offers some proof for this rule. As we have seen and will
continue to see, this is a distinctly unfriendly text toward women. It
says that the twin miracles of ÷rÅvast≠, which led to the Buddha’s as-
cension to TrÅyastrim±a heaven, were performed for the edification of
his father (xix.12–16), to whom he then preached for almost an entire
chapter (xix). Later, it allots two stanzas to his preaching to his mother
(xx.56 and 57).

÷YÄMA JÄTAKA
Fathers were not completely absent from early Buddhist conceptions
of filial piety, and they will be discussed further in the next chapter.
For now, suffice it to say there was a rhetoric that called for the honor-
ing of parents,59 and ample evidence for participation in filial piety is
demonstrated by innumerable inscriptions that transferred the merit
accrued from donations to the donor’s parents. However, filial piety
was rarely represented in South Asian Buddhist art.60 An exception is
the frequently depicted ÷yÅma JÅtaka61 which tells about the Buddha’s
past life as ÷yÅma, the filial son of a Brahman couple who lived as as-
cetics in the forest. As they aged and grew blind they became com-
pletely dependant on their son’s support, especially because they
lived in such an isolated place. In all ways ÷yÅma treated them with
respect, even serving them food before himself.

One day a king went hunting and accidentally shot and killed
÷yÅma, who before dying says “one arrow has killed three” (MV,
II.213), meaning himself and his helpless parents. The king is appalled
by what he has done and vows to take ÷yÅma’s place in serving his
parents. ÷yÅma’s parents forestall this by explaining to the king that
they can resurrect their son from the dead. They are able to perform
this miracle through a combination of the powers they gained from
their ascetic practices and from ÷yÅma’s two main virtues: kindness to
all creatures and his outstanding filial piety (II.219). In this story the
Buddha is represented as the ideal filial son to both his mother and
his father. As we have seen, though, in the TrÅyastrim±a heaven story,
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he is shown favoring his mother, and this favoritism is duplicated by
later Buddhist heroes.

SONS SAVING MOTHERS
Filial piety is an important virtue throughout Asia, one that was artic-
ulated in many Buddhist texts, but in South Asia filial piety was and
remains especially directed toward mothers. A telling example of this
occurs in the AmitÅyus DhyÅna Sâtra, which opens with King
Ajata±atru’s usurpation of his father King BimbisÅra’s throne and his
father’s imprisonment. In an attempt to starve the former king to
death, Ajata±atru orders that no one can approach his father. His
mother, Vaideh≠, the chief queen of BimbisÅra, breaks this order and
manages to feed her husband. When Ajata±atru finds out, he wants to
kill her himself, but is deterred from this by his ministers. They all but
condone patricide, but draw the line at matricide, saying even the
most evil men have never killed their mothers.62 The Buddha then pri-
vately preaches the AmitÅyus DhyÅna Sâtra to Queen Vaideh≠.63

Interestingly, while Buddha is preaching to her, his disciples
MaudgalyÅyana and Pârœa are preaching to King BimbisÅra. These
two disciples are the leading actors in the PârœÅvadÅna, the legend of
Pârœa. This is a text that dramatizes at length the obligations of chil-
dren, especially sons, to their parents for having raised and nourished
them, an obligation that they can repay in full by converting their par-
ents to Buddhism. As we shall see, though, this story also favors
mothers over fathers. In addition to being a short biography of Pârœa
and his conversion to Buddhism, the PârœÅvadÅna describes Maud-
galyÅyana’s journey to Maricika heaven where he preached to his
mother.64 Nothing is said about his father.65 This teaching about filial
piety is put in the mouth of the Buddha, who specifically refers to the
obligations of sons, not daughters, and to a mother’s breast milk.
Note also in the following that in the Sanskrit phrase “mother and fa-
ther,” mother always comes first, a grammatical precedence that
points to the prominence of the mother in South Asia.66 Buddha says:

“Monks, the mother and father of a son are indeed performers
of difficult tasks. They nourish and nurture the child; they raise
him, provide milk and are his guides to the diverse beauties of this
Rose-Apple Isle [India]. Were a son to serve with half his energy
his mother and with the other half his father for a full hundred
years; were he to present them with (all) the jewels, pearls . . . [etc.]
that son would not have repaid the great service done him by his
mother and father.
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“But a son who introduces to the riches of faith a mother and
father without faith, who inspires them with it, trains them in it
and establishes them in it; . . . the son who does these things for
his mother and father does indeed repay the great service done
him by his mother and father.”67

Of course, the Buddha is the prime example of the good son for hav-
ing gone to heaven to preach to his mother. Correspondingly, he also
established the lack of such attention for the father, a lack duplicated
by MaudgalyÅyana. On a more mundane level, an additional impor-
tant example of a good Buddhist son preaching to his mother is con-
tained in the two ancient chronicles of Sri Lanka when Emperor
A±oka’s son Mahinda instructs his mother in the dharma before he
leaves to begin his successful conversion of Sri Lanka to Buddhism.68

On the one hand this teaching exalts mothers over fathers, especially
dead mothers, while on the other it diminishes daughters by excluding
them from this salvational role. Since repaying this debt involves
preaching, the emphasis on sons suggests that preaching is not open to
women, or at least is no longer open to women as it had been during
the early days of Buddhism.69 In point of fact, this text uses a discourse
about mothers to exalt men, the sons who have the ability to save their
mothers. The success of this discourse, with its emphasis on the mother-
son relationship, is demonstrated in Chinese Buddhism, which was
slowly and quite surprisingly able to redefine the Chinese emphasis on
the father-son relationship to that of the mother-son relationship.70

Toward that end, the story of Buddha preaching to his mother in
heaven was regularly cited to prove Buddhism included filial piety
and it was retold in many Chinese texts.71 Chinese versions of this
story embellish upon the profundity of the mother and son connec-
tion in extremely visceral terms. When MÅyÅ intuits her son’s inten-
tion to visit, this causes her not only to lactate,72 but her milk spurts
across the cosmos between them and enters his mouth. The frozen
iconographic image of MÅyÅ as a beautiful, young mother comes alive
in these stories, for she is eternally youthful in heaven, her breasts still
heavy with milk. The adult Buddha’s acceptance of her milk in his
mouth, albeit without physical contact to her breast, signifies his ac-
ceptance of and participation in their bond, a bond that is continued
when he preaches to her. Alan Cole has accurately characterized this
as an exchange of breast milk for dharma,73 a theme that he shows to
be pervasive in Chinese Buddhist thought. It also contains an echo of
SujÅtÅ feeding Buddha the rice and milk that gave him the strength to
achieve enlightenment. As strong as he is now, and even though the
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Buddha is fully enlightened, accepting his mother’s milk demon-
strates belief in the enduring and sustaining ties of a mother to her
son. If there is anyone who did not need his mother’s help, it was the
enlightened Buddha, yet he accepts her nurturance and acknowl-
edges his enduring bond with her and his debt to her for having
breast-fed him when he was an infant. In this sense it also harkens
back to the PârœÅvadÅna and the debt a son owes his parents, espe-
cially his mother for her breast milk. That this was no abstract ideal
but rather an enacted obligation is suggested in the continuation of
these beliefs in northern India, at least up to the 1970s. As part of the
public acts of a traditional Hindu wedding ceremony, before the
groom leaves for the bride’s house, he enacts sucking from his
mother’s breast. In some cases the mother actually takes a breast out
of her blouse, which the son then sucks.74

Our other example of a filial Buddhist son going to heaven to
preach to his mother, that of MaudgalyÅyana, also became well
known in China as the story of Mu-lien, the Chinese translation of
MaudgalyÅyana’s name. Chinese versions heighten the dramatic im-
pact of this story in several ways and demonstrate their negative
views of women. First, they have Mu-lien descend to hell rather than
ascend to heaven in order to save his mother. Second, they focus on
female pollution. In East Asia menstrual blood and the blood of child-
birth were considered so polluting that they offended the deities. Chi-
nese Buddhists augmented these beliefs by literally demonizing
women’s reproductive fluids. As a consequence, women inevitably
ended up in the Hell of the Bloody Pond—to stew in their own juices
as it were. The powerful impact of linking women’s pollution with
men’s ability to act as saviors is demonstrated by the fact that the
story of Mu-lien rescuing his mother from the Hell of the Bloody
Pond became and remains an important part of women’s funeral rites.
This hell and its attendant rites will be discussed further in chapter 13.

Returning to the PârœÅvadÅna, from which these Chinese and later
Japanese versions arose, it must be remarked that overall it is an
oddly patched text that particularly shows its seams when women ap-
pear. The first half is filled with jealous, snipping, thoughtless women
as well as many negative statements about the nature of women—for
instance, the frequent refrain that they divide families. Most pecu-
liarly, it is not Pârœa who preaches to his mother; in fact, although she
is a significant and self-motivated actor in the first part of the story,
once she gives birth to Pârœa she completely disappears (though this
is not the case in iconographic representations of the story).75 In the
beginning the story hinges on her. She is a devoted household slave
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who cared for Pârœa’s father during an illness that made him so re-
pulsive it drove away his wives and children. When he recovered, he
offered her any reward she would like. She asked to have a child with
him, and thus Pârœa was born. It is only later in the text, when Pârœa
has grown up and converted to Buddhism, that MaudgalyÅyana ap-
pears. MaudgalyÅyana and ÷ariputra are among the Buddha’s most
important disciples and they frequently flank him in sculptures and
paintings, so to have MaudgalyÅyana appear has impact, but he
preaches to his own mother, not Pârna’s. However, Pârœa preaching
to his mother would have had equal impact, to say nothing of making
the text more consistent. Clearly, Buddhist redactors pasted this teach-
ing about mothers onto the end of a popular story; the only real con-
nection between the two is the theme of conversion.

The disappearance of Pârœa’s mother is not, however, completely
irrelevant; it leaves one free to assume she is dead. It is particularly
important to note that this lengthy articulation of the ideal mother-
son relationship is about a dead woman and a living man, a clear ref-
erence to the adult Buddha preaching to his dead mother. This point
is inescapable during funeral rites for mothers in which living sons
reenact MaudgalyÅyana’s actions in the PârœÅvadÅna to save their
dead mothers from the Hell of the Bloody Pond, a hell they have
fallen into simply by virtue of being female. But further, the mother’s
helpless desperation, compared with the adult status and expert ritu-
alism of the son, completely conflates the child and the adult, render-
ing the former child all powerful in relation to the first person he had
thought all powerful—only to find she had played him false.

In the foregoing texts, Buddhist filial piety emphasizes the mother
and her conversion to Buddhism for her salvation, which lead to two
possible scenarios. In cases where the mother has died unconverted,
the son can convert her by ritually preaching to her. In cases where
the mother, even though a Buddhist, is in hell because she menstru-
ated and gave birth, the son can ritually take on those sins in order to
expiate them. These themes will be explored further in chapter 13.

QUEEN CÄMA
A Buddhist text that celebrates motherhood in an entirely different
vein is the Thai epic of Queen CÅma, traditionally said to have ruled
in the seventh century C.E.76 Most notably, Queen CÅma was already
pregnant when she was asked to make the seven-month journey to
Haripuñjaya and become its queen. She proved to be gloriously fertile
when she gave birth to twin sons a few days after arriving in her new
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kingdom. Although she had been married, she was free to choose her
own life because her husband had become a monk and she was a rich
and powerful royal woman.

Celibate men continued to be an important feature in CÅma’s story;
her partner in creating the royal dynasty was the celibate sage (Thai:
isi) VÅsudeva. He built the city of Haripuñjaya, invited her to rule,
consecrated her queen and later consecrated her sons. VÅsudeva pos-
sessed the formidable powers of an ancient Indian Ÿ„i, and he blended
Buddhist and Hindu ascetic ideas: he had been a Buddhist monk, but
found it too difficult and returned to the life of a householder. When
he found this life dissatisfying as well, he then became a Ÿ„i. Return-
ing to married lay life suggests that it was not impotence that caused
him to become a monk and later a celibate Ÿ„i. As a Ÿ„≠ his powers of
fertility are stressed in a more obvious way when he fathers twin boys
through a deer that drank some of his sperm-infused urine.

The epic of Queen CÅma is a richly layered text that balances the
auspiciousness of the fertile woman, the mother or the potential
mother, with the celibate yet sexually virile male. It also returns us to
the voluptuous and thus fertile images of MÅyÅ that opened this
chapter, and points to the continuation of female auspiciousness as a
meaningful element in Buddhist texts and iconography. CÅma’s in-
volvement with ascetic and celibate men also looks ahead to the chap-
ters on courtesans and their complex involvement with celibate men
and with Buddhism.

MOTHERS AND COMPASSION
An important valorization of the mother can be found in a famous
poem of TheravÅda Buddhists, one memorized by many: the Metta
Sutta (“On Kindness”). In part, it says: “Just as a mother would pro-
tect her only child even at the risk of her own life, even so let one cul-
tivate a boundless heart toward all beings.”77 This puts mothers at the
center of the all-important Buddhist virtue of kindness or compas-
sion, and it can be equated with the widespread Buddhist idea that at
one time or another all sentient beings have been our mothers, there-
fore we should be compassionate to everyone. Gampopa (1079–1153)
follows in the footsteps of such prominent Buddhist theoreticians as
AsaÙga (fourth century C.E.) and At≠±a (d.1055) when he elaborates on
this idea by placing mothers at the center of his exposition of compas-
sion. His first recommendation for developing compassion toward all
other beings is to reflect on the benefits we received as children due to
the benevolence and self-sacrifice of our own mothers.78
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Similarly, honoring motherhood is part of the lo jong (blo sbyong,
mind training) practice that develops bodhicitta, the thought of en-
lightenment, which is essential for spiritual development.79 In this
context Buddhism takes the highly personal and individualized rela-
tionship of mother and child and universalizes it.
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CHAPTER 3
MEDICAL EXCURSUS

When it comes to biological reproduction, Buddhism faces a dilemma.
The Buddha advocated celibacy as necessary for achieving enlighten-
ment because sex is connected to attachment, which does not lead to
enlightenment, at least not in early Buddhism. Nevertheless, beings
need to reincarnate in order to achieve enlightenment, and monastic
institutions require the laity for financial support. Elaborate theories
often arise from such incongruities, as can be seen in the following
foray into Buddhist medical views of conception and the formation of
sexual characteristics. The medical texts reveal an early scientific dis-
course on gender and reproduction, one that is shown to be fraught
with deep social and religious ramifications.

The connections between Buddhism and medicine go back to early,
frequent epithets of Buddha as the Great Physician and of his teach-
ings as the King of Medicine,1 as well as to the practice of medicine in
Buddhist monasteries.2 The Buddhist Vinaya, the rules for monks and
nuns, reveals a deep interest in medicine, and by the mid-third cen-
tury B.C.E. medicine was part of the course of study in Buddhist
monasteries, which were extending medical care to the population at
large.3 Over time, medical skill became an important part of Buddhist
missionary activity in India and elsewhere.4 Epithets connecting the
Buddha with medicine and medical activities proliferated in MahÅ-
yÅna Buddhism, where healing was valorized in pivotal works such
as the Lotus Sâtra,5 through the popularity of the Medicine Buddha,
and in representations of primordial buddhas as the first physicians
and the first teachers of healing.

The principal Tibetan medical text is the Four Tantras (rGyud bZhi),6
said to have been written in Sanskrit around 400 C.E.,7 and which now
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exists only in Tibetan and Mongolian translations. Actually it is a
terma, a text rediscovered in the eleventh century, and attributed to
the historical Buddha, who is believed to have manifested as the Med-
icine Buddha in order to teach this text. To a certain extent it is consis-
tent with earlier Indian medical texts,8 but it also shows indigenous
Tibetan influences, as well as influences from Chinese, central Asian,
Persian, and Greek practices.

Tibetan medicine is based on a theory of correspondences or sym-
pathies between the human body, the natural world, and various spir-
itual realms. It both asserts this theoretical approach to the patient
and utilizes practical experience, such as hands-on examinations of
pulses and urine, along with questioning the patient. At the same
time, the Tibetan experience of self includes: (1) the notion of past
lives and the belief in future lives, (2) relationships with spiritual and
natural beings of many different sorts, and (3) social arrangements
that include family and clan members as an essential part of oneself.
This expanded conception of self defines the field of possible influ-
ences on health: one’s karma from past lives effects one’s constitution,
general health, and lifespan; demons and deities can influence health
for good or ill; in the event that the patient cannot reach a doctor, their
ailment can be diagnosed by examining the pulse of a close relative.
The modern Western isolation of a diseased organ from the rest of the
body,9 to say nothing of its isolation from the mind and emotions of
the patient, as well as from the influences of spirits and of the cosmos,
is inconceivable to a traditional Tibetan doctor.

Medicine is believed to have had its origins in primordial time, in
the realm of the Medicine Buddha Bhai„ajyaguru, and therefore is not
the end product of human experience and the ability to reason but
rather a special discovery: the more spiritually advanced the practi-
tioner the closer he or she is to understanding the workings of the cos-
mos and its relation to human beings. In this sense, even today many
Tibetan doctors are believed to be tulkus (Tib: sprul sku; Skt: nir-
mÅœakÅya), reincarnations of spiritually advanced beings. This means
that to question the theory is to misunderstand reality; the theory is
an eternal truth. Thus, the medical explanations put forth by the Four
Tantras for the development of sexual characteristics offer profound
insights into the Buddhist discourse on gender and sexuality. It begins
by saying that the sex of the fetus is determined at several moments
before and after conception, beginning with the three things necessary
for conception: semen (khu), blood (khrag), and the consciousness
(rNam shes) of the being about to reincarnate.10 The Blue Beryl (Vai-
Øârya sngon po),11 a leading commentary on the Four Tantras, adds that
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the incarnating consciousness has no “sense of belonging to a particu-
lar sex, regardless of its status in past lives.”12 Sex is determined by
karma, which drives the incarnating consciousness toward a couple
having sexual intercourse (Plate 3, second row). In a burst of pre-
Freudian analysis, the text says that if the consciousness feels attach-
ment to the mother and aversion to the father, it will be male; if it feels
attachment to the father and aversion to the mother, it will be female.

Other factors determining sexual characteristics include that males
are conceived on even days after the mother’s menstrual cycle, fe-
males on odd days (Plate 3, fourth row, first two figures),13 though In-
dian medical texts present this as advice on how to predetermine the
sex of the child.14 A physiological basis for the determination of sex
characteristics is shown in the belief that males are formed through a
preponderance of semen and females through a preponderance of
blood in the embryonic mixture,15 and that equal quantities lead to the
birth of a hermaphrodite. The mother’s blood is said to develop the
blood, muscles, and viscera of the embryo, while the father’s semen
develops the bone, brain, and spinal cord (Plate 3, fourth row, figures
four and five).16 One aspect of the father’s contribution, bone (rus), is
considered more enduring over the generations than any of the
mother’s contributions, and the greater durability of bone is con-
nected to privileging patrilineal descent over matrilineal descent and
supporting patriarchal ideologies about family life. More will be said
about this in chapter 10.

Further insights into the Buddhist discourse on gender are con-
tained in the medical discussion of the postconception stages. Shortly
before birth, mothers may dream of a male or a female figure depend-
ing on the sex of the child they are bearing (Plate 3, row nine, last two
figures). Additionally, the male embryo curls up on the right side of
the womb, the female on the left, while milk first appears in the right
breast for a male and in the left for a female.17 These left/right distinc-
tions in the determination of sex introduce social and cultural as-
sumptions about the relative value of the sexes, given the generally
negative view of left in most early cultures, in that South Asian eti-
quette requires the right side, which is the pure side, be presented to
any respected person or to any holy object that is circumambulated.
Indeed, women are supposed to present only their right side to their
husbands and other males.

The abundant number of factors influencing sexual characteristics
at conception (karma, odd/even days, preponderance of semen or
blood) and indications during gestation (dreams, left and right breasts
and sides of womb) are an attempt to contain what appears to be a
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rather fluid category and suggests some anxiety about the stability of
sexual characteristics. Such anxiety and instability are dramatized in
stories of adult sexual transformation, the well known myth of a pri-
mordial androgynous state, and by ritual means to protect male ba-
bies from being transformed into female babies, as well as practices to
assure the transformation of females into males in the next life.

What we see in the foregoing is the human proclivity to sustain
various points-of-view simultaneously, even if they are contradictory.
For instance, though karma is the first step in the determination of sex
characteristics, karma can be altered by good deeds, such as making
donations, and by performing religious acts such as circumambula-
tions, and so on.18 Additionally, parents can influence the sex of their
children by choosing an odd or even day for conception, and there are
ritual means to stabilize and protect sex characteristics, at least mas-
culine ones.19 The Four Tantras even contains a ritual for changing the
sex of the embryo after conception:

If someone wishes for a son, during the third and fourth week
[after conception] the method of ‘changing the centre’ can be prac-
ticed. It can only be practiced before the child’s sexual organs have
developed. It can even be done during the first or second week.
This method is very efficacious, and the centre is quite suddenly
changed where the karma most certainly destines the child to be-
come a girl, and quite easily when the karmic chances for a boy or
a girl are equal. For anyone who wishes to have male descendants
it is very important to practice this method. The best day is that on
which the star rGyal [the eighth nak„atra, pu„yÅ] and Jupiter meet,
but at least it should be a day ruled by the star rGyal. On that day
a perfect smith should make a good image of a baby boy four fin-
gers high, either from one kind of black male iron or from three or
five kinds of male inferior iron. On a subsequent day ruled by
rGyal, one should heat the little figure in a charcoal fire for a little
while, just until it changes its colour. Then one should take two
handfuls of milk of a cow that has male calves and pour this into a
vessel. One dips the little figure into the milk, once if it is made of
one kind of iron, three times if made of three kinds of iron, and
five times if made of five, always just so long that it makes a hiss-
ing sound. The husband takes one handful of this milk and gives it
to his wife to drink. Then one takes equal amount of blood from a
virgin girl and semen from a virgin boy and mixes them in mo-
lasses. If these cannot be procured, red lhad-ts’er (alloy application)
and quicksilver, pulverized by burning, grinding and pounding,
can be used instead. Equal amounts of each should be ground be-
tween millstones and thoroughly mixed, then mixed with the mo-
lasses and eaten. Following this, one should take wool from the
right shoulder of one, three or five sheep, depending on how
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many kinds of iron were used for the figure. Then a virgin boy
should make a rope with three stands of the wool and make either
one, three or five knots in it, according to the number of sheep
used. The mother should tie this round her waist so that the two
ends hang from the spot where her navel is. The figure should be
wrapped into a female calf’s skin and tied to the mother’s rope,
taking care to keep it always upright. The combination of all these
circumstances and materials specified, planets and constellations
meeting together will certainly ensure a positive result.20

This ritual that utilizes astrology, alchemy, and sympathetic magic
tells us that femaleness, the destiny of becoming female is tentative—
it can be changed. Needless to say, the text does not provide a ritual to
assure a female embryo. The message is that it is females who can and
who need to change sex, who must acquire masculinity, in order to
achieve spiritual and social status. This is confirmed by practices to
assure the transformation of females into males in the next life. As we
shall see in chapters 12 and 13, this is connected to the Buddhist no-
tion that men are more capable of achieving enlightenment than
women or, in some cases, the belief that women are totally incapable
of achieving enlightenment.

The physiology behind these ideas is complex, even contradictory.
On the one hand, the medical texts present the human body as a male
body. In other words, the male body is the normative body—an idea
we will meet in an assortment of Buddhist texts. To be female is to de-
viate from this norm due to bad karma and the dominant influence of
the mother during conception, someone who by definition has re-
ceived a lower form of birth. Except for pregnancy and a brief discus-
sion of gynecological disorders, all the models in the medical texts are
male, with women being a sidebar, or an afterthought (Plate 4), if they
are mentioned at all. When one considers that the texts were written
by men for male doctors and were studied in male monastic colleges,
this becomes understandable, if not laudable. The medical texts are
representative of an elite, literate, male practice that was distin-
guished from other forms of healing that concentrated on shamanic
techniques and from the practices of midwives. Ideologically, though,
the medical texts, their commentaries, and the iconographic display
of their contents were immensely influential.

Returning to the contest between the mother’s blood and the fa-
ther’s semen for the sex of the embryo, their mutual defeat in the con-
ception of a hermaphrodite substantiates the notion that sex is fluid
and that things can go very wrong indeed. It presents the category of
a third sex, variously said to include hermaphrodites, eunuchs, homo-
sexuals, and lesbians,21 and evokes the idea of a human continuum,
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with male and female at opposite ends, and a whole range of vari-
ables in between. Nonetheless, maleness is the ideal to be aspired to
by all variants. Yet a recurrent theme in Buddhist literature and prac-
tice is the vulnerability of maleness to the mutability of sexual charac-
teristics. Masculinity can be weakened by sexual contact with women
or through contact with menstruating women.

On the other hand, the medical texts clearly establish the difference
between female and male as generated by different karma and in brief
statements about women, such as defining them as those endowed
with breasts and a womb and who menstruate and lactate.22 This
model presents women and men as binary opposites that are com-
pletely distinguishable—the presence of one is the absence of the
other. It is a model that fits in nicely with the dualistic thinking pre-
sented in left/right, odd/even and the role of blood and semen in
conception. These contradictory notions about sharply distinguishing
the sexes as complete opposites, while noting their similarity as
human beings, were widespread in many ancient cultures23 and re-
main so to the present.

Underlying this early scientific discourse and ritual activities
meant to ensure and maintain a male child are ideas about female pol-
lution discussed at length in chapter 11. We have seen that the miracu-
lous version of the Buddha’s conception and birth involved having
him ensconced in a protective casket during his time in the womb
(Plate 2). A similar device is said to have been provided for the Ti-
betan reformer Tsongkhapa (1357–1419), while the Indian missionary
to Tibet, Padmsambhava (eighth century) and the Tibetan epic hero
Gesar were neither conceived nor born through wombs. These mirac-
ulous elements in pregnancies are quite suggestive of male anxiety
about the in utero experience, about being immersed in femaleness, as
if it were an infectious experience that could undo masculinity. The
enactment of such beliefs is explored in chapter 11.

Overall, the womb is conceived of as a terrible place, a point de-
tailed from a religious and a medical perspective by the Tibetan saint
Gampopa (sGam po pa, 1079–1153), who had been a doctor. He ana-
lyzes the period of gestation in the womb as painful and unpleasant.
For instance:

In the eleventh week . . . pain is felt as if an open wound was
probed with a finger.

This misery of staying in a womb may be illustrated in another
way. . . . When a mother indulges too often in sexual intercourse
during her pregnancy, the embryo feels as if it were beaten with
thorns.
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In the thirty-seventh week, while still in the uterus, the con-
sciousness of the foetus, grieved by the state of dirtiness, stench,
darkness and imprisonment, conceives the idea of escaping.

In the thirty-eighth week, there arises in the mother’s womb the
so-called “flower gathering” (me.tog sdud.pa) wind. This turns the
foetus around and pushes it near the mouth of the womb. It feels
pain as if being damaged by iron machines.24

Such a restatement of basic ideas contained in the medical texts only
serves to highlight the negativity of Buddhist views about reproduction.

However, despite this emphasis on the male body and the male
medical expert, the paintings contain many female deities as healers
and protectors of the medical tradition, such as the culture heroine
Yid Thogma (Yid ‘phrog ma), who traveled the world studying with
human and divine medical teachers and whose knowledge was
passed on to the semilegendary first doctor of Tibet, Yuthog.25 The
presence of human and divine females in these mythical accounts
suggests that some male practitioners gained their medical knowl-
edge from women. Charlotte Furth notes a similar female source for
Chinese medical practices, especially those specific to women, such as
gynecological practices.26 Nonetheless, both the scientific and the
mythological medical discourse of Tibetan Buddhism reified the sec-
ondary status of women.

The influence of these views on Buddhist fathers is the subject of
the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 4
FATHERS AND HEIRS1

KING ÷UDDHODANA
While iconographic images of Queen MÅyÅ are spread across the Bud-
dhist landscape, those of the Buddha’s father, King ÷uddhodana, are
far and few between. When he does appear, it is usually with Queen
MÅyÅ, seated on a throne, listening to her dream being interpreted.2
As we have seen, Queen MÅyÅ’s iconography is associated with two
major events in the Buddha’s life that are commemorated at two of his
eight pilgrimage sites: his birth at Lumbini and his descent at SÅm-
kÅ±ya after having preached to her in TrÅyastrim±a heaven. Through-
out South Asia these eight sites were frequently grouped together in
single carvings, with MÅyÅ grasping a tree to illustrate the birth, and
three ladders representing the Buddha’s descent from TrÅyastrim±a
heaven. ÷uddhodana receives no such iconographic attention nor is
he featured at any of the Buddha’s pilgrimage sites, yet he is a larger
presence in the texts than the Buddha’s mother. This is not simply a
matter of his having lived longer than Queen MÅyÅ.

Even though South Asian beliefs about conception emphasize the
dominant influence of the father in male children and attribute to men
a greater overall influence on all their descendants, several biogra-
phies of the Buddha deny that ÷uddhodana was his physical father,
though he clearly remained the Buddha’s social father or adoptive fa-
ther. Queen MÅyÅ’s conception dream was and remains a popular
motif in both texts and iconography, and a close reading of this dream
in the NK, LV, and MV suggests that the dream elephant is the pro-
genitor of the Buddha, not King ÷uddhodana.3 The NK says that Queen
MÅyÅ had this dream while sleeping apart from her husband and
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specifies that the Buddha took the form of the elephant, so he incar-
nated himself.4 In the MV Queen MÅyÅ pointedly asked ÷uddho-
dana’s permission to remain celibate for one night, the night she has
the dream,5 while the LV states she had been separated from the king
for thirty-two months in order to practice asceticism.6 As mentioned
in chapter 2, miraculous conceptions are a common motif in world re-
ligions, and many ancient people believed that women could conceive
through dreams, as is evidenced by women who slept in temples in
order to have dreams cure their infertility.

Stories and images of the Buddha’s miraculous conception serve to
distance King ÷uddhodana from his son. Though the texts accord him
all the respect due Indian fathers, at the same time they emphasize his
opposition to the Buddha’s choice of a spiritual life from the moment
of his conception through his adulthood. The LV, however, goes fur-
ther than other biographies in not only negating ÷uddhodana as a fa-
ther, but also negating the Buddha as a father, in that RÅhula, the
Buddha’s son, generally said to have been born on the night he left
home,7 is completely absent from the text, except for a remark that all
the bodhisattvas of the past married and had a son.8 RÅhula is well
known in the Buddhist tradition through other canonical sources, and
from tender depictions of the Buddha bidding farewell to his sleeping
wife with RÅhula in her arms, so his absence from this text is remark-
able. The absence of RÅhula’s birth curiously parallels ÷uddhodana’s
absence in the Buddha’s conception. In the LV the Buddha is neither
fathered nor does any fathering. This is the text that most clearly in-
troduces the Buddhist problem with male reproductive power, a
problem that weaves in and out of other early biographies, and one
that we will see continues in later Buddhist biographies.

As mentioned several times above, the BC consistently privileges
men over women, and thus its portrayal of ÷uddhodana is more ex-
tensive than in other biographies. Further, it limits the Buddha’s
preaching to his mother in TrÅyastrim±a heaven to two stanzas
(XX.56–57), yet extends almost an entire chapter (XIX) to the Buddha
teaching his father.9 The BC is modeled on courtly dramas and thus it
begins with King ÷uddhodana and makes him a very royal figure.
Nor does this text deny his siring the Buddha. It says Queen MÅyÅ
dreamed of the elephant before she conceived, and that she conceived
“without defilement” (I.3). Unlike his son, who is described as “a cap-
tive to the women” of the harem (II.32), the BC tells us that King ÷ud-
dhodana practiced self-restraint and behaved as an ideal South Asian
king (III.33–56), hoping that when the Buddha saw his own son he
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would stay in the world. The text forewarns that this will not happen
and justifies the Buddha’s desertion of his child by claiming a tradi-
tion in which all previous bodhisattvas left home when their sons
were born (II.56). So, the BC asserts ÷uddhodana’s paternity at the
same time it justifies the Buddha’s rejection of his paternity of RÅhula.

In effect, in the BC King ÷uddhodana is fulfilling what became tradi-
tional Buddhist instructions on how parents should look after their
children: “they restrain them from evil, they encourage them to do
good, they give them education and professional training, they arrange
suitable marriages for the children, and hand over property as inheri-
tance to them at the proper time.”10 Yet, the Buddha does not minister
to his father as traditional Buddhist instructions say a son should: “My
parents have supported me, I shall support them in turn; I shall man-
age affairs on their behalf; I shall maintain the honour and tradition of
the family; I shall make myself worthy of the inheritance; and further-
more, I shall offer alms on behalf of the departed parents.”11 Nor is he
properly attending to his son. The Buddha’s position is that he can give
enlightenment, which is the best care anyone can receive, and eventu-
ally he converts his father and his son. Still, it is intriguing to see the
Buddha, while still a layman, flaunt what became Buddhist guidelines
for the laity. Before turning to that, though, it is useful to recall that as
we saw in the chapter on motherhood, any lack of filial piety was mod-
ified in Chinese Buddhism. In addition to the texts about and rituals
for deceased mothers, Chinese Buddhists elaborated on the Buddha’s
relationship with his father. For instance, they said that the Buddha, his
half-brother Nanda, and son RÅhula were at King ÷uddhodana’s bed-
side when he died and that the Buddha helped carry his coffin.12

BUDDHA AS FATHER
Initially, the Buddha rejected his son RÅhula, who in most of the bi-
ographies was born on the night the Buddha left home. Years later,
after the Buddha achieved enlightenment, he returned home, con-
verted his father and other family members, and took RÅhula into the
order of Buddhist monks.13 In this he doubly thwarted his father, first
by having removed himself from the patrilineal succession and sec-
ondly by causing his son to do the same. He went even further when
he converted and ordained his half-brother Nanda, presumably ÷ud-
dhodana’s only other son. Now there would be no male descendants
to maintain the offerings to the ancestors.

Early Buddhism subverted biological fatherhood in this and other
ways, such as co-opting fatherhood into a mentoring system between
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younger and older monks referred to as the father/son connection.
This idea goes back to the early days of Buddhism, in fact to the first
rule attributed to the Buddha when he had individual senior monks
undertake teaching novices. The rule, in part, states: “the preceptor,
monks, should arouse in the one who shares his cell the attitude of a
son; the one who shares his cell should arouse in the preceptor the at-
titude of a father. Thus these, living with reverence with deference,
with courtesy towards one another, will come to growth, to increase,
to maturity in this dhamma and discipline.”14 Yet, after having in-
ducted Nanda into the order of monks, he respected his father’s re-
quest that from then on monks would require the permission of their
parents before joining the order.15

There is a deep ambivalence in early Buddhism toward biological
fatherhood, both having a father and being a father. This is brought
out in the best known past life of the Buddha as Prince Vessantara,
who proved his status as a supreme bodhisattva, as one who would
become a buddha, by his unstinting generosity, when he gave away
his children.16 Images of this jÅtaka are spread throughout Asia and
the story has been retold in many languages.17 Seemingly, it turned
out well in the end because he got the children back, but it remains a
stark model of a bodhisattva’s generosity and lack of attachment. Ves-
santara also gave his wife away in this tale, so it is a preamble to the
Buddha’s departure from home, when he once again abandoned his
wife and child.

The Buddhist message is clear. In order to achieve enlightenment
one must move beyond attachment, including attachment to family.
Buddhism reconfigured fatherhood by incorporating its authority
with the teachings of the Buddha and the order of monks and actually
apotheosized it in the notion of the spiritual father—on earth the guru
and in the heavens the celestial buddhas and bodhisattvas. Through-
out this process Buddhism never questioned the patriarchal social
order, it incorporated it—but it did this at the expense of male fertility.

In contrast to the foregoing texts, the compilers of the MSV placed
RÅhula’s conception, not his birth, on the night of the Buddha’s de-
parture from home. Further, they extended the pregnancy of the Bud-
dha’s wife, Ya±odharÅ, into six long years, during which the Buddha
pursued enlightenment. Ya±odharÅ’s pregnancy will be discussed fur-
ther in chapter 5, but for now, the MSV version stresses that both the
Buddha and his wife had tremendous, even magical, powers of fertil-
ity that were directed toward their appropriate end, the birth of a son.

A short digression here will bring together some threads from ear-
lier chapters. The MSV is a Sanskrit text compiled in northern India
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and completed around the third century C.E., a date that coincides
with the Kushan Dynasty of northern India (c. first to third century
C.E.). It will be recalled that during this dynasty Buddhist iconogra-
phy briefly celebrated male powers of fertility. As mentioned in the
chapter on mothers, standing male figures from this period display
penises under the folds of their garments, even statues of the Buddha.
These statues have a distinct articulation of muscle and strength that
express male power. As noted, this articulation of the male form dis-
appeared rather quickly; indeed, male forms become somewhat femi-
nized, or at least lost any suggestion of overt masculinity.

It seems reasonable to assume that given their geographical and
temporal proximity, the compilers of the MSV were familiar with the
Kushan sculptures that emphasized the Buddha’s masculinity, which
led them to reflect on the issue of the Buddha’s sexuality in ways far
different from that of other texts. E. Frauwallner has argued that the
MSV originated in MathurÅ,18 a center of Kushan art, a point con-
tested by scholars such as Étienne Lamotte, who suggested Kashmir, a
region also under Kushan rule, as the place of its final redaction.19 In
either case, the visual field created by the Kushan sculptures was still
relevant to the compilers of the MSV.

The Buddha’s penis and its ability to function or not function was a
subject of some interest to Buddhists. The textual discussion centers on
the thirty-two physical marks of the Buddha, which include a sheathed
or hidden penis (ko±opagatavastiguhyo),20 in other words, a penis that
was not readily discernible.21 In the context of the Kushan sculptures
that do not have a sheathed penis but instead a prominent penis, one
sees an interesting collision of the textual and iconographic gaze. As
mentioned above in relation to the undoing of Queen MÅyÅ’s fertile
powers, Dehejia has made the point that early Buddhist texts were
written down after the iconography was created and they were meant
to explain the art.22 Beginning as an oral tradition, there was some flu-
idity in Buddhist storytelling, which endures to this day in the dis-
courses of Buddhist monks at pilgrimage sites and which eventually
became the texts we now have. When ancient authors contrasted the
many statues of Buddha without a prominent penis with statues of di-
vinities and other male beings that did indicate the penis, some expla-
nation was required. Hence in texts it became a special feature of all
buddhas; they have a penis, but one that is sheathed, hidden from
view.

Even though the MSV added the sheathed penis to the list of the
thirty-two marks of a Buddha, its compilers were gazing at the Bud-
dha’s prominent penis in Kushan sculpture, which perhaps raised
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questions in their minds about it and its functioning that led them to
place RÅhula’s conception, rather than his birth, on the night of the
Buddha’s departure. The Kushan buddhas bristle with a masculinity
reminiscent of the virile semidivine yak„a figures who were deeply as-
sociated, as were their female counterparts, the yak„≠s, with powers of
fecundity. Indeed, the first stone images of the Buddha were modeled
on yak„as. It was apparent to the men collecting stories for the MSV
version of the Buddha’s life that any question about his potency was
answered by these sculptures. Although at this time there was no tex-
tual tradition that described the sex life of the Buddha and his wife,
RÅhula’s existence indicated that they had had sex at least once, and
the final editor of the MSV placed that event on the night of the Bud-
dha’s departure, which also enabled him to incorporate the wonder-
ful parallel between Ya±odharÅ’s pregnancy and the Buddha’s quest
for enlightenment. Such an explicit relationship between the Buddha
and his wife will not be seen again until the rise of Tantric Buddhism.

TIBET
Conception dreams such as Queen MÅyÅ’s are a consistent element in
Tibetan sacred biographies, but they do not necessarily negate the bio-
logical role of the father. Examples can be found in the biographies of
Milarepa (1040–1123), Tsongkhapa (1357–1419), Yeshe Tsogyel, MandÅ-
ravÅ (both eighth century C.E.), and others.23 In all their cases dreams
announced that conception had taken place rather than caused the
conception. Two important exceptions are Padmasambhava and the
epic hero Gesar. Padmasambhava (eighth-century C.E.) is referred to as
the Second Buddha for his role in spreading Buddhism in Tibet, and,
like Buddha, he also had a miraculous birth. He is a self-manifested
emanation of the celestial Buddha AmitÅbha. A dream directed King
Indrabhâti, Padmasambhava’s eventual foster father, to a beautiful
lake where he discovered an eight-year-old boy sitting in a lotus.
When questioned, the boy claimed to be without a human father or
mother and thus he was named padma (lotus) sambhava (self-born).

Gesar is a greatly admired heroic figure throughout the Tibetan cul-
tural world, and there are many versions of his epic. He is an under-
dog who rose to become a great warrior and king, roundly defeated
neighboring heretical kings and thus spread Buddhism. He also had a
miraculous and fatherless birth when his mother conceived by drink-
ing blessed water.24 Significantly, Gesar’s conception begins in heaven
as the work of Padmsambhava, assisted by Gesar, who imprinted his
image by gazing at himself in the water that was then transported to
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his mother-to-be on earth.25 With Padmasambhava’s divine assis-
tance, he is his own father in much the same way the self-born Pad-
masambhava is his own father, a form of impregnation that goes back
to the Buddha fathering himself through his mother’s dream of an
elephant. Just before he is born, Gesar speaks to his mother from
within her body, telling her he will not be born in the natural way, but
instead will emerge from her head without harming her. An egg then
emerges from a white vein at the top of her head, which she wraps up
and puts in her waistband. It soon breaks of itself and Gesar is born.
This odd birth, like Padmasambhava’s, pointedly avoids female pol-
lution and completely negates female biology, and consequently the
role of mothers. The fact that it is specifically a white vein, and thus
according to medical views, a water vein,26 a nonblood, nonfemale
vein, emphasizes its masculinity. The egg suggests nonhuman birth
and also acts as a protective device from the pollution of a woman’s
body in much the same way as the containers do in the wombs of
Buddha’s and Tsongkhapa’s mothers. Birth from the head further
avoids the pollution of the birth canal. Gesar’s mother then acted like
a hen sitting on her egg, keeping it warm and close to her belly until a
chick is born.27

The unusual conceptions and births of these two Buddhist heroes
had important consequences for Tibetan Buddhism. Both are self-gen-
erated and thus fatherless, while Padmasambhava is motherless, and
Gesar’s birth all but negates the need for a mother. In what follows I
argue that these supernatural conceptions and births played into a
new understanding of what constitutes a spiritual and specifically all-
male lineage.

In general, Tibetan parents and stepparents disappear from the bi-
ographies of their children quite early. This is true for Padmasam-
bhava, Milarepa, Tsongkhapa, Yeshe Tsogyel, and MandÅravÅ, among
others. It is as if once the spiritual path is attained, all connection with
the past is abandoned, especially biological connections, though spiri-
tual connections, such as with an early guru, are maintained. A no-
table exception that proves this rule is the biography of Machig
Lapdron (1055–1153), whose mother accompanied her on the early
stages of the spiritual path. Nonetheless, her mother is not prominent
in the biography. Ironically, it is Nangsa’s (traditionally eleventh cen-
tury C.E.) unwanted husband and his family who join her hermitage,
not her parents. These biographies are all discussed below.

Milarepa’s biography is particularly interesting with regard to par-
ents. His father died while he was a child, leaving him in difficult, un-
protected circumstances that included a problematic mother who
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directed Milarepa to study black magic so she could exact revenge
against the relatives who stole his patrimony. She disappears from the
biography quite early, but her evil influence lingered, causing Mi-
larepa to collapse his evil uncle’s house, killing everyone inside. Mi-
larepa soon repented of his harmful actions and sought a true teacher.

Milarepa did not become a monk; he was instead a wandering yogi
who pursued the tantric path to realization. His guru Marpa was es-
sential to his spiritual development, and their relationship is at the
heart of the biography. Marpa and his wife Dakmema had dreams the
night before Milarepa arrived seeking teachings. Marpa’s dream con-
tains masculine imagery: he dreamed of his guru NÅropa and a vajra,
the ritual object representing the male aspect of trantric practice. Dak-
mema dreamed of two ØÅkin≠s carrying a stâpa,28 a womblike recepta-
cle.29 These dreams establish Dakmema and Marpa as Milarepa’s true
parents, parents who nurture and give him a new life, a rebirth,
through Buddhism. Indeed, Marpa and Milarepa often refer to each
other as father and son throughout the biography, while Dakmema
and Milarepa refer to each other as mother and son.

In the early days of their relationship Marpa treated Milarepa very
harshly and set him the trying task of building a house. Each time Mi-
larepa completed a house, Marpa ordered him to tear it down for one
reason or another, only to begin again. This activity is meant to burn
off Milarepa’s bad karma and make him fit to receive the tantric
teachings. At the same time the constant building and tearing down
of houses reenacted the destruction of his uncle’s house and family
and symbolizes the process of building a new family house, the fam-
ily of Milarepa, Marpa, and Dakmema, whose fruit will be the Kar-
gyud (bKa rgyud) lineage passed from Marpa to Milarepa and from
Milarepa to his disciples, whom he called sons and who called him fa-
ther. Milarepa destroyed his biological family through murder and his
own celibacy, but then replaced it with a spiritual family.

Robert Paul’s discussion of this biography and, indeed, his under-
standing of hereditary and spiritual lineages is thought provoking in
connection with Milarepa’s filial relationship with Marpa and Dak-
mema. Paul sets out the dilemma in the following way: “the doctrines
of karma versus descent in Sherpa [Tibetan Buddhists of Nepal] cul-
ture express the contradictory view that fathers and sons both are and
are not related to each other.”30 His point is that one is physically con-
nected to one’s biological family (descent), but karmically driven to
incarnate. However, one is also spiritually (karmically) connected to
the biological family, and spiritually connected to others outside the
biological family unit. Even though the relationship of guru and disci-
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ple parallels the relationship of father and son, more significantly, Mi-
larepa in all ways rejected a biological family by surviving the death
of his biological parents (the earlier generation), rejecting his planned
marriage (any later generations are proscribed), and by establishing
himself as the guru of his remaining family: his aunt and sister. In
other words, he transformed his biological family into part of his spir-
itual family. In this process, especially with Milarepa’s move to celi-
bacy, one can see a male appropriation of the spiritual path that
excludes women (they can be taught but they cannot be teachers), and
that elevates “true masculinity to a spiritual rather than a material,
conditioned, and sexual state,”31 leaving the latter three states to
women. This is brought out in the tradition of male lineages, to which
we now turn.

Male Lineage
Male lineages play an important part in Buddhism from the earliest
period and they were soon accompanied by successful efforts to un-
dermine the order of nuns.32 In both texts and iconography, there is a
celebration and articulation of buddhas of the past,33 none of whom
were women, and of male celestial buddhas. Additionally, monks are
well represented in the Buddha’s biographies and its iconography,
while nuns are not, and the attentive reader will have noticed the ab-
sence of any discussion of daughters34 and the consequent emphasis
on sons. The almost complete exclusion of women in spiritual line-
ages can be seen as a logical development from their virtual exclusion
in physical kinship lineages. As was shown in the medical literature,
women are the field for male patrilineal descent. A woman’s contribu-
tion is considered dominant when it produces a daughter rather than
a son because her blood is deemed to have been stronger than her
male partner’s semen. But daughters do not have a very enduring
part in patrilineal descent systems after they carry and deliver their
fetuses, so patrilineal spiritual descent systems, which negate the
need for sexual reproduction, can and do follow social and scientific
thinking and completely negate any need for women. The absence of
women is supported by the low social status of women, the belief in
their polluted nature, the medical discourse on their contribution to
the fetus, and by systematically undercutting female spiritual author-
ity as represented by nuns.

Male spiritual lineages are of two kinds. First, there is the lineage of
guru/disciple transmission, the passing on of esoteric spiritual teach-
ings from one individual to another. Women quite rarely participate
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in this.35 A second male lineage is the tulku (sprul sku) system, mean-
ing the emanation body and signifying the incarnation of a divine
being or the self-controlled reincarnation of highly advanced human
beings.36 The best-known example is that of the Dalai Lamas, who are
believed to be incarnations of the celestial bodhisattva Avalokite±vara,
and who choose to continue to reincarnate as future Dalai Lamas. The
belief in tulkus is based on the Buddhist ideal of the bodhisattva, en-
lightened beings who postpone achieving nirvÅœa in order to assist
other beings by continuing to reincarnate. While precedents for the
beliefs in tulkus can be found earlier in Indian Buddhism, its origins
are generally ascribed to the Karmapa lineage beginning in the late
twelfth century with the death of the first Karmapa.37 Writing in the
1970s, Barbara Aziz estimated there were about two hundred living
tulkus.38 While a few of these were female tulkus, such as the abbess
of Samding, this is a male institution. The chances of a highly evolved
male incarnating as a female are nil.

Both types of male-only lineages take reproduction out of the phys-
ical realm and place it in the spiritual; the first by displacing repro-
duction onto the transmission of knowledge from male to male
(master to disciple), and the second by emphasizing the male ability
to continually reincarnate in the same monastic office, if not as exactly
the same person. One is succession and perpetuation by the transmis-
sion of spiritual power (dbang) and the other succession by reincarna-
tion. Both types of male lineages are strengthened, indeed held
together, by the absence of women as productive agents and by em-
phasizing female powers of pollution.39 As will be discussed in the
chapters on tantric consorts, monastic tantric ritual sexuality is sup-
posed to be a visualization (referred to as right-handed practice),
rather than an actual sexual engagement with a woman (left-handed
practice), because more than simply rejecting sex with a woman, they
are co-opting procreative sexuality; and their product, that which they
reproduce, is male-only lineages.

Robert Paul has a revealing discussion of the terms used for spiri-
tual lineages, which are the same terms used for groups related by bi-
ological descent: brgyud, rigs, and rabs.40 He states that:

In both cases there is an apical ancestor, in one system an original
sire, in the other a founding lama, from whom a direct line of de-
scent across generations is traced. In the case of religious lineages,
the ancestor is a lama who originates some innovation in ritual,
liturgy, or doctrine, or who rises to great spiritual heights. While
he himself is in some sense self-originating, he passes his new doc-
trine intact along with the essence of his spiritual power through
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disciples whose aim it is to reproduce exactly in each generation
what the master taught.41

Historically, this goes back to the father/son relationship between a
senior and a junior monk in which a novice shared his cell with a se-
nior monk who acted as his mentor. Additionally, the similar physical
appearance of the nuns and monks with their shaved heads and
matching, shapeless robes were designed to obscure gender, which
allowed monks to assume more feminine characteristics. Indeed, fem-
inine characteristics such as gentleness, compassion, shyness, slender-
ness, submissiveness, and reticence were the monastic models for
men and women. This is coupled with the feminization of male bud-
dhas and bodhisattvas in iconography, while the curvaceous female
figure continued from ancient times to the present.

Several processes are at work here. In biological reproduction
Buddhist medical theory diminishes the role of women in order to
emphasize patrilineal descent and patrilineal ancestors. In spiritual
reproduction women are similarly marginalized through exclusion,
beginning with the lower status of female religious experts, such as
nuns and female yogis, and their general lack of access to advanced
teachings. Finally, in Buddhist iconography male buddhas, bodhisatt-
vas, and monks are feminized. In other words, there is a co-optation
of feminine attributes, including those of reproduction, accompanied
by the rejection of actual women. This movement offers some resolu-
tion for the problem of male reproductive power by spiritualizing it,
sublimating it, or at least disguising it through feminine attributes.

Male-only lineages allow Buddhism to reproduce itself through the
trivialization of women’s reproductive abilities, the exaggeration of
female pollution, and the portrayal of women as sexual threats to celi-
bate males. The result is a childlike avoidance of the actual politics of
sexuality and of the gendered society that maintains celibate males in
their pristine state, ironically a state authored by a spiritual rhetoric
that denies the relevance of gender. Paul aptly sums up the situation:

The reincarnate lama, then, represents the living proof of the
legitimacy of the monks’ claim to the possibility of asexual repro-
duction, the eternal dream of the male sex. He represents immor-
tality not of the species but of the individual. In quite a literal
sense, he is the monastery’s “baby,” the assertion of their ability to
create a self-sufficient male world and thus obviate the need for
the divisive presence of women.

Skeptics may object that even a reincarnate lama is, after all,
born of a woman. But, as I argued earlier, symbolism can only re-
duce or conceal, not eliminate, the real paradoxes of existence. The



78 • Courtesans and Tantric Consorts

reincarnate comes as close as humanly possible to being self-gen-
erating, immortal, and asexual. . . .42

True masculinity is thus defined as an eternal spirituality detached
from the material world but in control of fertility, a fertility wrested
from women, and devoid of women, who are relegated to the non-
spiritual, the material, the polluted, and the temporal.
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CHAPTER 5
WIVES AND HUSBANDS1

Despite the great emphasis placed on monasticism, the very first fol-
lowers of the Buddha were lay people. As we have seen, a lay woman,
SujÅtÅ, made the first food offerings to the Buddha, which gave him
the strength to attain enlightenment and which sustained him for
seven weeks thereafter until he received food offerings from two lay-
men, Tapassu and Bhallika.2 Many more people soon became lay fol-
lowers of the Buddha, while others became nuns or monks, and rules
of conduct were established for both groups. Early basic precepts for
the laity required them to refrain from killing, stealing, lying, drink-
ing liquor, or misconduct in sexual activity. Commentaries, which
were written from the male perspective, explain that misconduct in
sexual activity means a man cannot have intercourse with a forbidden
woman, such as: “The wife of another, a woman under the care of a
guardian, a betrothed woman, a nun, a woman under a vow of celi-
bacy.”3 Relevant to the discussion of courtesans that follows this chap-
ter, courtesans are not in the category of forbidden women unless
they are engaged to be married. So early Buddhism defined laymen as
independent agents who do not break precepts when they have sex
with their wives, prostitutes, or any woman not defined by her rela-
tionship with another man or under a religious vow. During his life as
a householder the Buddha was represented as having had sexual ac-
cess to many women, which made it rather difficult for later Bud-
dhists to uphold monogamy, as this would suggest the Buddha’s
behavior had been incorrect. Additional precepts say men cannot
have intercourse with their wives “by a ‘forbidden passage’ (the
anus), in an unsuitable place (that is, a public place or a shrine), or at
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an unsuitable time (that is, when she is pregnant, is nursing, or has
taken a vow of abstinence.)”4 Other sources include fellatio and cun-
nilingus as forbidden passages.5

The vast majority of women are not understood to be independent
agents, and their sexual partners are much more limited. Again, they
are defined from the male point of view, so rather than saying unmar-
ried women living with their parents cannot have sex, or that married
women can only have sex with their husbands, it says all men are for-
bidden sexual access to unmarried women living with their natal fam-
ilies, and all men but her husband are forbidden sexual access to the
married woman. Only one category of women is relatively uncon-
strained in her choice of male sexual partners; an unmarried woman
living independently—the only men forbidden to her are those ob-
serving religious vows of celibacy.6 Such women were rare in ancient
India. The only examples that come to mind are prostitutes, courte-
sans, and destitute women. These precepts are obviously ideals dic-
tated by monks and do not encapsulate practice. Most notably neither
lesbianism nor homosexuality is mentioned, activities railed against
in the Vinaya. Nor are class and caste factored in despite evidence that
lower caste women had more sexual license, whether by choice, ne-
cessity, or coersion. The text does demonstrate that early Buddhism
maintained the prevailing double standards of Indian society for
women and men, and must have assumed, rather than stated, other
sexual rules, such as no sex during certain holy days or while a
woman is menstruating.7 The rule against having sex with menstruat-
ing women is stated in Sangye Gyamtso’s commentary on the Tibetan
medical text, the rGyud bZhi, discussed in chapter 3, along with prohi-
bitions against sex with a married woman, an unpleasant woman (mi
sdug pa), a pregnant woman, or a woman who is weak and panged by
hunger (Plate 5, row 3, images 2–6, the last being a menstruating
woman). It states further that one should not have sex in front of a sa-
cred image, in broad daylight, with an animal, or with a woman other
than one’s own wife (Plate 5, row 5, images 8 and 9; row 3, image 1;
row 6, images 1 and 2).8 Thus, Tibetan Buddhism significantly nar-
rows the earlier field of sexually available women, which may have
been a reaction to more relaxed sexual habits. Research among con-
temporary Tibetan groups indicate much looser codes of behavior
that in all likelihood are consistent with earlier practices.9 Note that
the painting used to illustrate these precepts (Plate 5) depicts the mis-
sionary position. The reluctance to portray women in dominant sex-
ual positions will be discussed further in the chapters on tantric
consorts.
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Along with sexual practices current at the time of the Buddha, Bud-
dhists also followed the prevailing norm that wives and children were
the property of the male head of household, who could dispose of
them as he chose. We will see an example of this shortly in a past life
story of the Buddha as Prince Vessantara, who actually gave away his
wife and children.

Buddhism never defined marriage, preferring instead to accept what-
ever forms of marriage it met with as it spread through various Asian
societies, among them monogamy, polyandry, and polygamy. Nor did it
ever condemn concubinage or prostitution, though as we shall see, it
did condemn individual prostitutes—but not their clients. The Buddhist
attitude toward marriage is best summed up by the fact that Buddhist
monastics never officiated at marriages until fairly recently.10 But per-
haps most important, in his own life the Buddha deserted his wife and
child. Significantly, the Buddhist ordination ceremony reenacts the Bud-
dha’s departure from home, his abandonment of lay life. Once clear of
his father’s palace, the Buddha cut off his hair, changed into the clothes
of an ascetic, and took up a begging bowl. To this day, the Buddhist or-
dination ceremony involves shaving the candidates’ heads, dressing
them in monastic robes, and giving them a begging bowl. Buddhists get
around the denigration of marriage and the family by distinguishing
two groups within the Buddhist community, monastics and lay people,
and giving them separate rules of conduct. Ideally, monastics are celi-
bate, but the laity is not, and therefore guidelines for sexually active
Buddhists had to be established. Inevitably, these rules were shaped by
the customs of whatever culture Buddhists missionized.

As we saw in the discussion of parents, the SiÙgÅla Sutta is a moral
guide for the laity, defining the ideal relationship between parent and
child. It also contains a description of five reciprocal ways a wife and
a husband should minister to each other. The wife: (1) “should per-
form all her duties well; (2) be hospitable to the kin of both; (3) be
faithful to her husband; (4) watch over the goods he brings; and (5) be
skillful and industrious in discharging all her tasks.”11 In turn, a hus-
band should minister to his wife in the following five ways: (1) “by
praising her and upholding the relationship; (2) by not looking down
on her; (3) by not being unfaithful; (4) by letting her be in charge of
the home and family; (5) by giving her clothing and presents.” This
ideal view of the marital relationship is presented as one of mutual
dependence and responsibility and mutual sexual fidelity.

The SiÙgÅla Sutta is concerned with maintaining harmonious rela-
tionships, and it establishes both rights and obligations for individu-
als on a fairly even basis. In reality, though, a wife’s life was not easy.
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The nun IsidÅs≠ had three unhappy marriages before joining the order.
She describes the first as follows:

My salutation morn and eve I brought
To both the parents of my husband, low
Bowing my head and kneeling at their feet,
According to the training given me.
My husband’s sisters and his brothers too,
And all his kin, scarce were they entered when
I rose in timid zeal and gave them place.
And as to food, or boiled or dried, and drink,
That which was to be stored I set aside,
And served it out and gave to whom twas due.
Rising betimes, I went about the house,
Then with my hands and feet well cleansed I went
To bring respectful greeting to my lord,
And taking comb and mirror, unguents, soap,
I dressed and groomed him as a handmaid might.
I boiled the rice, I washed the pots and pans;
And as a mother on her only child,
So did I minister to my good man.
For me, who with toil infinite thus worked,
And rendered service with a humble mind,
Rose early, ever diligent and good,
For me he nothing felt save sore dislike.
Nay, to his mother and his father he
Thus spake: “Give me leave and I will go,
For not with IsidÅs≠ will I live
Beneath one roof, nor ever dwell with her.”12

Wrenched from her own natal family, the bride had to please every-
one in her husband’s family. As IsidÅs≠’s story shows, power resided
with the husband. And, despite the SiÙgÅla Sutta’s description of how
a Buddhist should treat his parents, children, and wife, in his own life
the Buddha did not fulfill his obligations to his father, his son, or his
wife. He deserted them all as part of his rejection of worldly life in
favor of the ascetic life, and most of the sixty men who joined the
order of monks in the first few months of its existence also deserted
wives and families.13 Of course, all this occurred long before the Bud-
dha was credited with establishing a Buddhist code of behavior for
monastics and the laity. Even so, he did breach prevailing brahmani-
cal social codes in that a man was not supposed to retire into the for-
est until his son was grown and married with a son of his own. The
biographies of the Buddha are caught between Buddhism’s attempt to
reconcile itself with lay life and maintain its emphasis on celibate
monasticism, and the Buddha’s initial rejection of women.
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The Buddha’s wife is described as having been an exemplary
woman, one who fulfilled all her wifely obligations, especially that of
having given birth to a son. Of course, this is meant to show the
strength of the Buddha’s resolve to pursue the spiritual life—leaving
a plain, barren, and unpleasant woman would have been too easy. Yet,
as we shall see, their relationship, which extended over many life-
times, remains a model for married life. Most tellingly, men who
wished to become monks could and did leave their wives, while
wives were required to have the permission of their husband and/or
their parents before they could become nuns.14 The Vinaya records
that the Buddha was accused of destroying families and making wid-
ows.15 The prelude to jÅtaka no. 485 says the Buddha’s wife lived like a
widow while he practiced asceticism, for which the Buddha praised
her, saying she should continue to love him, be faithful to him, and be
led by him.

There are many tales of wives trying to tempt their monk-husbands
to come back home16 that have been presented as a sign of women as
sexually threatening. Such stories are better understood as a reason-
able response on the part of women to end their ambiguous status as
pseudowidows. Being a wife completely defined a woman’s life in
ways being a husband did not, and being a widow, but not a wid-
ower, was considered so inauspicious that Buddhist women deserted
by their husbands were left in a highly questionable and vulnerable
state. Tear back the veil of male hubris that clouds tales of women’s
seductive power and you will see women fighting for their lives
through the only means available to them. Without a husband a
woman was nothing; she was blamed by his family for not keeping
him at home, and due to her possible inauspiciousness she was ex-
cluded from the round of celebratory events that make up family life.
Knowing the hardships of life as a Buddhist monk, any thoughtful
woman would have given her husband enough time to miss the com-
forts of home life before she made a personal appeal to him to return,
often bringing their young son along to strengthen her position. In-
deed, even the Buddha’s wife attempts to win him back by sending
their son RÅhula to him.17 The Buddhist texts are perfectly silent about
the lives of such deserted women, except for those instances when
they mustered the courage to approach their monk-husbands. Their
lives can be imagined, however, from what we do know about the
lives of non-Buddhist Indian widows.

The TherÅgÅthÅ commentary specifically mentions several men who
left their wives, mostly after they had given birth to a son (viii, x,
xviii, xxxiv, cxciv, cliv, clxxxix, cxlvi, ccxxiii), though certainly there
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were many more abandoned wives than this, given that marriages
were arranged by parents while their children were quite young. Sev-
eral of these stories portray the wives trying to convince their hus-
bands to come back home. JÅtaka tales on this topic are said to have
been told in response to visits by or longing for former wives. These
past-life stories feature men escaping the snares of women (No. 423)
or being destroyed by women (Nos. 13, 318) or simply succumbing to
them (No. 526), and they are all suggestive of women’s potential to
have more power than men, something that was unthinkable.

A successful seduction of a monk by his former wife is preserved in
the Vinaya,18 and it reveals some details about the life of a deserted
wife. After Sudinna became a monk, his wife continued to live with
his parents. At their instigation and with their planning she went into
the forest to ask her former husband to give her a child so that the
family’s considerable estate would not revert to the state. Neither her
wishes in the matter, nor her name, are ever revealed. As is so often
the case, the female seductress acts at the behest of those who control
her life. Sudinna acquiesces, and the wife becomes pregnant. The
wife’s story does not end here, for the text adds that she gave birth to
a boy and later both she and her son entered the order and became
arhats. This suggests that she may have sincerely wanted to become a
Buddhist nun all along, but had been held back by Sudinna’s parents
because they wanted a grandchild. Of course, she was then held back
by her infant son, but eventually got her way. Viewed from a
woman’s perspective, this hardly reads like the actions of a heartless
seductress.

The first abandoned wife in Buddhism is the Buddha’s, to whom
we now turn.

THE WIVES OF THE BUDDHA
The biographies of the Buddha give him variously one, two or three
wives, and call them by different names, such as GopÅ in the LV,19

Ya±odharÅ in the BC and MV, and simply “the mother of RÅhula” in
the NK. The Abhini„kramaœasâtra, hereinafter the AS, has two wives,
Ya±odharÅ and Gotam≠,20 and the MSV three, Ya±odharÅ, GopÅ, and
MŸgajÅ. Where there is more than one wife, Ya±odharÅ seems to be the
chief wife in that she is the one who had premonitory dreams about
the Buddha’s abandoning her,21 though GopÅ, being the only wife in
the LV, has similar dreams. In what follows it will be easier to think of
Ya±odharÅ and GopÅ as the same person, which indeed she is—the
Buddha’s wife. Multiple wives were the privilege of the wealthy, and
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the Buddha’s father is said to have been married both to MÅyÅ and
her sister, MahÅprajÅpat≠.22

Name variations aside, she is consistently if somewhat contradic-
torily described as unique among women, yet she is deeply enmeshed
in the negative pull of all the women in the Buddha’s household. For
example, the LV makes it plain that she is part of the entanglements
meant to keep the Buddha in the world. When his marriage is being
planned by the ÷Åkya elders, they say: “once he is married and sur-
rounded by women, he will know such pleasure that he will not leave
his family.”23 The Buddha’s wife and the harem women are parallel
figures in terms of their beauty and sexuality, which are represented
as negative and controlling elements in the Buddha’s life.

Initially, the Buddha agreed to marry when he reflected that all pre-
vious bodhisattvas had married and had a son, and he made a list of
the virtues his future wife must have. This daunting list represents the
ideal virtues of the Hindu wife. The first few lines read:

“May she be in the flower of youth and beauty,
and yet without pride.
May she act with benevolent spirit like a mother or a sister.
Accustomed to giving gifts to ascetics and brahmans,
may she take pleasure in renunciation.”24

The consistent virtue in the full list is the absence of pride, which is
mentioned four times. Upon hearing this list of virtues GopÅ did,
however, speak up to say that she possessed all of them.25

Their courtship involved a series of tests that add dimension to
their individual characters. When the Buddha hands out jewelry to all
the young women at court, GopÅ does not take any. For his part, the
Buddha must prove himself in the manly arts by winning her in a
tournament.26 As it is a Buddhist text, no living beings can be harmed,
and the tournament included skills such as writing and mathematics,
as well as physical sports such as jumping, swimming, running,
wrestling, and archery.27 Once they are married, GopÅ is criticized for
being seen unveiled. She successfully defended herself in a long
speech in which she argued that virtue does not need a veil.28 Indian
heroines are often quite high spirited and they speak out, especially
about womanly virtues.29 In both the LV and the BC the Buddha’s
wife is given long and passionate speeches. She is a crucial figure in
the biographies because the Buddha’s eventual desertion of her went
completely against prevailing notions of morality, or dharma. The texts
worked hard to justify this dereliction of duty, especially the BC,
which contains long exchanges between the Buddha and various peo-
ple on the subject of his departure from home (IX and X). In it
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Ya±odharÅ makes an impassioned speech emphasizing that his duty,
his dharma, is to stay with her or at least to take her into the forest
with him as other great sages have done (VIII.60–68).

All the biographies refer to the Buddha’s wife as being devastated
by his abandonment. In the LV, when GopÅ learns of his departure
she vows to live as an ascetic,30 and in a very moving scene, she em-
braces the neck of the Buddha’s horse and sings a three-page lament,
which concludes with her wish for his enlightenment.31 Chandaka,
the servant who helped the Buddha to leave home, attempts to con-
sole her and he predicts that because she served the Buddha she in
turn will become a buddha herself.32 In this part of the text GopÅ is
drawn with sympathy and is promised the ultimate accomplishment
of Buddhism, to be enlightened.

The wife of the Buddha must be unique, but still she is female, and
therefore problematic. Any tradition that emphasizes celibacy will
have problems with the founder’s wife and this is the case in Bud-
dhism. Most of the texts responded to this problem by spiritualizing
the Buddha’s marriage, by having him marry “only in order to con-
form to social custom, as he is free from passion.”33 None of the bi-
ographies actually dwell on the Buddha’s marriage, rather they are
focused on his abandonment of family life. An exception is the MSV,
which has the Buddha reflect that some people might interpret his
abandonment of wives and harem women as a sign of impotence, so
he made love to Ya±odharÅ on the night he left home, impregnating
her with RÅhula.34 This is in contrast to other biographies, which have
her give birth to RÅhula on the day of the Buddha’s departure. As
mentioned in the chapter on fathers, the MSV originated in northern
India where it may have been influenced by the explicitness of
Kushan art, which depicted the Buddha as a virile man with a promi-
nent penis.

Even though she is pregnant, like GopÅ in the LV, in the MSV
Ya±odharÅ practices an asceticism that parallels that of the Buddha:
“She too began to eat meals of one sesame seed, one grain of rice, one
jujube, one pulse pod, one bean, and she slept on a bed of straw.”35 Dur-
ing the six years the Buddha was away seeking enlightenment,
Ya±odharÅ not only did the same things he did, but she continued to
carry his child, the seed of his decision to abandon home and family
life. And, in the MSV, on the night he achieved enlightenment she de-
livered RÅhula.36 Surely here is an eloquent image of the powerful pro-
ductivity of an auspicious female, as Ya±odharÅ’s prolonged pregnancy
resonates with the power of the Buddha’s withheld male fertility; even-
tually, he gives birth to enlightenment and she to a son. In the MSV, her
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pregnancy, the evidence of her powerful female fertility, does not sim-
ply parallel the Buddha’s asceticism, it actively sustains him in his ef-
forts. The later Tantric tradition goes further when it bases the
Buddha’s achievement of enlightenment on their sexual relationship:

Along with GopÅ, he [the Buddha] experienced bliss.
By uniting the diamond scepter [penis] and lotus [vagina],
He attained the fruit of bliss.
Buddhahood is obtained from bliss, and
Apart from women there will not be bliss.37

The profound cojoining of their lives brought out by the MSV
stretches back, deep into the past, to the many past lives they shared.

JÅtaka Wives
The biographies of previous buddhas create a background for the
life of the Buddha, such as his decision to marry because this is what
past bodhisattvas, men who eventually became buddhas, have done.
The Buddha’s wife is part of this past. The Pali jÅtakas alone contain
more than five hundred tales about past lives of the Buddha, during
which he is said to have migrated through time with the same peo-
ple, such as his faithful disciple Änanda, his enemy Devadatta, and
his wife.

In order to became a buddha, one first has to meet a buddha before
whom one makes the vow to pursue the path to buddhahood through
as many lifetimes as it may take. The historical Buddha, ÷akyamuni,
did this eons ago in the presence of the Buddha Dipamkara. In this
life the Buddha was a learned young brahman called Sumati, who
won several prizes, including a young woman. Being celibate, he re-
fused to keep the woman, who moved to another city. Here they soon
meet again when the Buddha Dipamkara visits her city. As it is cus-
tomary to make an offering of flowers to a guru, the king had bought
up all the flowers in the city and surrounding areas. When the woman
tried to buy flowers for her offering to Dipamkara, a flower seller said
he did not have any left. She told him to go back to the lotus pond,
where, because of her merit, seven blue lotuses, the rarest flowers, ap-
peared. In order not to offend the king she hid them in a pot of water
and later carried them into the city where she once again met Sumati.
As she had such merit, the lotuses miraculously rose up out of the pot
and Sumati asked for some for his offering to Dipamkara. She an-
swers that she will give him five lotuses (keeping two for her own of-
fering), if, when he offers them, he will make the earnest wish to have
her as his wife in all his future lives, to which he agrees. Together they
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go to see Dipamkara, but the crowd is so great they cannot get near
him. Dipamkara senses this and causes a tumultuous rainstorm that
disperses the crowd. They are then able to approach him and make
their offerings. Sumati bows before him, spreading out his long hair,
and asks Dipamkara to confirm his vow to become a Buddha by
putting his feet on the hair. Dipamkara does so, and Sumati rises in
the air to a great height, whereupon his hair falls out and is replaced
by even better hair. When she makes her offering, the woman vows to
become Sumati’s wife in all future lives.38

Needless to say, this story contains abundant fertility symbols and
sexual images, not the least of which is the turning around of Sumati’s
celibacy by his acceptance of a wife, even if it is in the future, a scenario
made explicit by Sumati’s miraculous loss of his long ascetic’s locks
and their restoration with even better hair. Hair is almost universally
equated with virility,39 and this better hair represents his acceptance of
sexuality. It is a scene that parallels the Buddha’s acceptance of food
from SujÅtÅ before he walked to the tree of enlightenment. Lotuses, like
most flowers, are frequently symbols for wombs. This symbolism is
heightened by putting the lotuses in a pot, another symbol for the
womb, and having it filled with water signifying embryonic fluid. The
offering, though, is enlightenment, also symbolized by the lotus. As in
his life as ÷akyamuni, Sumati has rejected women, but had to reconcile
with them before he could make this all-important vow, the first step
that will lead to his eventual enlightenment. His rejection of a desirable
woman is shown to be a mistake, so much so that Dipamkara himself
creates the rainstorm that allows them both to approach him and to
make the vows that will connect them throughout the centuries to
come. Rain, of course, is fraught with sexual meaning, especially in
terms of desire and its release, a theme emphasized in Indian poetic
conventions and in Indian beliefs that connect rain and semen.

So while Ya±odharÅ is rarely represented in iconography,40 she is
evoked through the frequent depictions of the Buddha as Sumati,
shown spreading his hair before Dipamkara with the woman who
vowed to become his wife standing to the side holding her pot of lo-
tuses.41 She is also represented in any depictions of Buddha’s lives
that contained a wife, most notably in the exceedingly popular depic-
tions of the Buddha’s penultimate past life as Prince Vessantara when
she was his wife Maddi, which will be discussed shortly.

Dreams of Buddha’s Wives
In an earlier work I explored the meaning of dreams in Buddhist bi-
ographies, beginning with those of the Buddha.42 I found there was a
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consistent pattern of dismissing women’s dreams that suggested
some anxiety about women who used dreams to intuit men’s inten-
tions. Although the texts privilege this voice—women’s oracular
speech is the only female speech that broke free of convention—their
prophetic words are inevitably ignored or manipulated by the men
around them.43 For instance, on the night that the Buddha left her,
GopÅ was awakened by a nightmare. The beginning of her very long
dream in the LV is as follows:

While GopÅ and the prince are sleeping, in a dream at midnight
she sees the whole earth, including oceans and mountain peaks,
shaken, and trees broken by the wind. The sun, moon, and stars
fall from the sky.

She sees her hair cut off by her left hand and her crown fallen.
Then her hands and feet are cut off, and she is naked, her pearl
necklaces and her jewels broken and strewn about.44

The Buddha interpreted this dream, in part, by saying:

Be joyful, these dreams are not evil. Beings who have previously
practiced good works [kŸtapuœyapârvacaritÅ] have such dreams.
Miserable people have no such dreams.

Seeing the earth shaken, and the mountain peaks fallen to earth
[means that] the gods, the nÅgas, the rÅk„asas, and the bhutas will
render you the greatest homage.

Seeing trees uprooted, and your hair cut off with your left hand
[means that] soon you will cut the nets of the passions and you
will remove the veil of false views that obscures the conditioned
world.

Seeing the sun, moon, stars and planets fallen [means that] soon,
having conquered the passions, you will be praised and honored. . . .

Be joyful and not sad; be content and satisfied. Soon you will be de-
lighted and content. Be patient, GopÅ; the omens are auspicious.45

The Buddha’s positive interpretation of this dream (one that Brah-
manical Hindus would see as negative because of its images of a
woman whose hair is shorn and who is naked and without jewels),
the length of the dream, and the repetition of its images in the inter-
pretation suggest an attempt to establish a new dream terminology
that reverses the world-affirming values of Brahmanical Hinduism.
Actually, a Hindu interpretation of GopÅ’s dream would be appropri-
ate here because the Buddha’s desertion of her does wreck her life:
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Hindu widows cut their hair and do not wear jewelry. The positive in-
terpretation of GopÅ’s dream helps gloss over the consequences of the
Buddha’s desertion of his duties to his wife and child. The Buddha’s
dismissal of GopÅ’s fears and his interpretation of her dream under-
mine her prophetic powers and silence any protest. He does the same
in the AS and the MSV.

In the AS Ya±odharÅ has a dream quite similar to Gopa’s and of the
same length. Again, the Buddha understands the meaning of her
dream, but he tells her to ignore it.46 In the MSV Ya±odharÅ has a brief
dream: “She saw her own maternal line broken, her marvelous couch
broken, her bracelets broken, her teeth falling out, the braid of her
hair undone, happiness departed from her house, the moon eclipsed
by Rahu, and the sun rising in the east and then setting there again”
(I.82). When she tells the Buddha her dreams, just as in the LV, he de-
nies their prophetic meaning and explains them away through a piece
of sophistry. He argues that everything she lost in her dreams is actu-
ally still there (I.85). She then extracts a promise from him to take her
wherever he goes. Of course, he does not take her with him, and the
text glosses this as meaning he promised to take her along to nirvÅœa
(I.83).

This process is repeated in the Vessantara JÅtaka, the Buddha’s past
life as Prince Vessantara and Ya±odharÅ’s as his wife Maddi, who has
important, frightening, and ultimately prophetic dreams. While living
in the forest with Vessantara, who in order to prove his generosity has
given away the wealth of his kingdom and become an ascetic, Maddi
asked him to interpret her dream:

A black man clothed in two yellow robes, with red flowers in his
ears, came and entered the hut of leaves, grasped Maddi’s hair
and dragged her out, threw her down on the ground, and amidst
her cries tore out her two eyes, cut off her two arms, split her
chest, and tearing out her heart dripping with blood went away.
She woke up filled with fear, thinking, “I have seen an inauspi-
cious dream; I will ask Vessantara to interpret my dream.” . . .
[Vessantara] understood the dream: “The perfection of my giv-
ing,” he thought, “is to be fulfilled: tomorrow someone will come
to beg for my children. I will console Maddi. . . .” So he said, “Your
mind must have been agitated by uneasy sleep or by indigestion;
do not be afraid.” With this deceit [mohetvÅ] he consoled her. . . .47

Interestingly, in a very popular Tibetan play based on this jÅtaka his
wife did not dream, but the text maintains Vessantara’s use of decep-
tion by having him send her away to gather fruits because he knew
she would not agree to his giving her children away.48
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It is clear that these women knew what was going on, what was
going to happen, and they voice their fears and their protest in the
only acceptable way they can, through their dreams. Like women in
trance, they are not ultimately responsible for their words; dream nar-
rations are a safe way to protest male authority over their lives.49

Hence the consistent pattern of women who dream, who fully under-
stand the meaning of their dreams, and yet who ask their husbands to
interpret them is shown to be a way of obliquely having direct dis-
course with their husbands. That the Buddha was consistently decep-
tive in dealing with his wives’ dreams robbed them of their autonomy
and their subjectivity. Needless to say, he also showed complete disre-
gard for their feelings and their earthly welfare. Of course, the dreams
also function as prophecies of what will inevitably follow, but that
does not excuse deception. Dreaming wives and falsely interpreting
husbands served to underscore women as passive receptors and men
as autonomous actors. The fact that their dream prophecies come true
is completely ignored. These attempts by women to have discourse
with their husbands have been used to silence women and return
them to the background of the male drama. This is a theme that con-
tinues in Tibetan biographies as well.50

In an extraordinary poem, a modern Buddhist woman presents a
different perspective of the Buddha’s departure from home, one that
captures an actual woman’s experience of desertion. The poem won-
derfully parallels the fearful images in GopÅ’s dream by describing
the way she lived after her husband was gone. The Buddha’s symbol-
izing and dismissal of these fears in his interpretation is conveyed in
the poem’s accusation of the silence surrounding her life. Both GopÅ’s
dream of 2,500 years ago and the contemporary poem present fissures
in traditional representations of the Buddha’s life. They present the
faint echoes of a woman’s interpretation of these events within a ca-
cophony of male interpretation and editorial control.

The poet, Hira Bansode, is a well-known dalit (untouchable)
woman of the Buddhist community of Maharashtra in northern India.
Throughout the poem she emphasizes Ya±odharÅ’s heroic and unsung
sacrifice of giving up her marriage to the Buddha so that he could
achieve enlightenment. In the last two stanzas she contrasts the si-
lence of the Buddhist tradition about her with the glorification of the
wives of Hindu holy men. The poem, entitled “Yasodhara,” follows in
its entirety.

Oh Yashodhara!
You are like a dream of sharp pain, life-long sorrow.
I don’t have the audacity to look at you.
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We were brightened by Buddha’s light, but you absorbed the dark
Until your life was mottled blue and black, a fragmented life,

burned out,
Oh Yashodhara!

The tender sky comes to you for refuge
Seeing your shining but fruitless life, and the pained stars shed

tears.
My heart breaks,
Seeing your matchless beauty, separated from your love, dimming

like twilight.
Listening to your silent sighs
I feel the promise of heavenly happiness is hollow.

Tell me one thing, Yashodhara, how did you contain the raging
storm in your small hands?

Just the idea of your life shakes the earth and sends the screaming
waves dashing against the shore.

You would have remembered while your life slipped by
The last kiss of Siddharth’s final farewell, those tender lips.
But weren’t you aware, dear, of the heart-melting fire
And the fearful awakening power of that kiss?
Lightning fell, and you didn’t know it.
He was moving toward a great splendor, far from the place 

you lay . . .
He went, he conquered, he shone.
While you listened to the songs of his triumph
Your womanliness must have wept.
You who lost husband and son must have felt uprooted like the

tender banana plant.

But history doesn’t talk about the great story of your sacrifice.
If Siddharth had gone through the charade of samÅdhi [perhaps

meaning Hindu liberation]
A great epic would have been written about you!
You would have become famous in puraœa [myth] and palm leaf

like Sita and Savitri.
Oh Yashodhara!
I am ashamed of the injustice.
You are not to be found in a single Buddhist vihÅra [monastery]
Were you really of no account?
But wait—don’t suffer so.
I have seen your beautiful face.
You are between the closed eyelids of Siddhartha.
Yashu, just you.51

The last stanza refers to the absence of iconographic images of
Ya±odharÅ, an absence the poet seems to feel represents the general
invisibility of women in Buddhism. She is able to turn this absence
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into a powerful presence when she alludes to the ubiquitous presence
of Buddha images, many of which depict him with lowered eyelids,
usually thought to represent the meditative state but here evoking the
sealed memory of Ya±odharÅ’s image.

THE SAUNDARÄNANDA
In chapter 4 we saw that the Buddha’s postenlightenment visit to his
home terminated the family line when he took his son RÅhula as well
as his handsome half-brother Nanda into the order of monks. The ini-
tially coerced conversion of Nanda is told in a beautiful Sanskrit epic
composed by A±vagho„a, the same Buddhist monk who authored the
BC. Even more than in the BC, in the SaundarÅnanda A±vagho„a uti-
lized the physical beauty and sexuality of women in order to deni-
grate them. This story was translated into many languages and widely
depicted throughout Asia at sites such as Gandhara, Ajanta, AmarÅ-
vat≠, NÅgÅrjunakoœØa, and so on.52

The story opens with and revolves around the relationship of
Nanda and his beautiful wife Sundar≠, who are madly in love. Indeed,
they are shown to be so involved with each other that they do not
hear the Buddha arrive to beg for alms. Nanda is terribly upset about
this failure of hospitality and respect for his older brother, so he set
out after the Buddha. In this way he ends up among the monks, as a
monk, but a reluctant one. Nanda never ceases to long for his beauti-
ful wife. In an attempt to free Nanda from her charms, the Buddha
takes him to TrÅyastrim±a heaven. On the way they see an ugly fe-
male monkey, and the Buddha asks Nanda whether Sundar≠ is more
beautiful than the monkey, to which Nanda emphatically answers
yes. Once in Indra’s heaven they see divine women, the apsaras,
Indra’s celestial courtesans, and Nanda thinks that the difference be-
tween them and his wife is just as great as that between her and the
ugly monkey. He develops an ardent desire for the apsaras and, re-
turning to earth, devotes himself to ascetic practices in order to ulti-
mately reach this heaven and those divine women. Slowly, he comes
to understand that even heavenly pleasures are empty and vain. He
retires into the forest, practices the four great meditations, and be-
comes an arhat.

We are already familiar with A±vagho„a’s antiwoman stance from
the BC, where he went much further than other biographies of the
Buddha by devoting several chapters to negative, seductive female
images. A±vagho„a uses women not only to represent the pleasures
and ensnarement of sexuality, but to speak against women in general,
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a theme he developed even further in Nanda’s story. For A±vagho„a
rejecting women is the ultimate sign of spiritual attainment. As an au-
thor he has only two interests in women, their seductiveness and their
rejection, after which he loses all interest in his female characters. This
can be seen in his complete dismissal of Sundar≠ after the opening
chapters. He never tells us what becomes of this deserted wife. Other
authors of this tale, who composed with a more sympathetic view of
women, say that the Buddha helped her, encouraging her to become a
nun and even went so far as to create a phantom woman to illustrate
the ephemeral nature of beauty, so that she too became an arhat.53

Appropriately enough, the rejection and disparagement of wives
and the householder’s life finds a reciprocal note about husbands
among Buddhist nuns, as in the following poem from the Ther≠gÅthÅ,
attributed to the nun MuttÅ.

I am well released, properly released by my release by means of
the three crooked things, by the mortar, pestle, and my crooked
husband. I am released from birth and death; that which leads to
renewed existence has been rooted out.54

The commentary on this poem seems to reveal a male inability to see
a husband as unpleasant or as men who might cheat and lie when it
says for no apparent reason that he was a hunchback (“my crooked
husband”).55

Another poem is by Sumangla’s Mother:

O woman well set free! how free am I,
How thoroughly free from kitchen drudgery!
Me stained and squalid among my cooking-pots
My brutal husband ranked as even less
Than the sunshades he sits and weaves always.
Purged now of all my former lust and hate,
I dwell, musing at ease beneath the shade
Of spreading boughs—O, but tis well with me!56

The nun BhaddÅ KuœØalakesÅ had fallen in love with a condemned
thief before she joined the order, and had convinced her father to res-
cue him from being executed so that she could marry him. Later she
realized he planned to kill her for her jewels, but this enterprising
woman foiled his plot and saved herself by pushing him over a
precipice, the fate he had planned for her. After this she realized that
she could not go home, so she became a Jain nun and later converted
to Buddhism, eventually becoming an arhat.57
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POSITIVE IMAGES OF WIVES
There are some very positive, even touching representations of wives
in Buddhism, such as Queen Vaideh≠, the chief wife of King BimbisÅra
and a devout follower of the Buddha, whose story was briefly dis-
cussed in chapter 2. When BimbisÅra’s son Ajata±tru usurped the
throne he jailed his father and attempted to starve him to death.
Ajata±tru’s mother, Queen Vaideh≠, disregarded her son’s order and
managed to feed her husband through various stratagems, such as
hiding food on her person by concealing the juice of grapes in her
flower garlands, and coating her body with honey and ghee mixed
with corn flour which he could then lick off, an act that speaks won-
derfully of their intimacy and mutual affection. She did this knowing
full well the ruthlessness of her hot-tempered son, and indeed, when
he finds out what she has been doing it is with great difficulty that his
ministers talk him out of killing her. Instead he imprisoned her as well.
Queen Vaideh≠’s devotion to the Buddha and to her wifely duty to
protect her husband, and her gentle feminine wiles are depicted posi-
tively. In fact, while she was in prison, the Buddha visited her and per-
sonally preached to her alone the AmitÅyus DhyÅna Sâtra,58 one of the
core texts of Pure Land Buddhism that will be discussed in chapter 13.

The story of MahÅkassapa and his wife BhaddÅ also rides above
the wake of the earlier negative stories of men abandoning wives and
children in order to become monks. Like the Buddha and Ya±odharÅ,
they were married to each other in many past lives. In their present
life neither wished to marry, preferring to join the Buddhist order, but
they had no choice. Discovering they were of the same mind, they did
not consummate their marriage. Previously MahÅkassapa had vowed
to care for his parents until they died, at which time he would enter
the order. When they did die, he and BhaddÅ decided to join the Bud-
dhist orders, and eventually both became arhats.59

The Ther≠gÅthÅ records several other instances of wives following
their husbands into the order (xxii, lxviii). Without a doubt, some
women actively chose to become nuns, and the order was certainly a
refuge for widows, but for some it was also a convenient place to
dump unwanted women (xix, xlv).

A final story that salutes, rather than denigrates, Buddhist wives is
that of Atiraï, a devout Buddhist wife who remained married and is
shown to possess all the auspicious powers of fertile womanhood,
powers that she used in specifically Buddhist ways to benefit others.
Her story is told in the Manimekhalaï, a Buddhist epic about a courte-
san that will be discussed at length in chapter 7. Briefly, the heroine of
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the Manimekhalaï is a reluctant courtesan, while Atiraï is the most vir-
tuous wife in the city.60 When Manimekhalaï becomes a nun and re-
ceives a magical begging bowl, Atiraï is chosen to put the first food
donation in her bowl, food that thenceforth endlessly multiplies. Ati-
raï’s auspicious fecundity is so strong that she has the power to make
rain fall in its proper season, a power she earned through enduring
devotion to her husband, despite the fact that he left her for a courte-
san and squandered all his wealth. The Manimekhalaï counters the de-
structive sexuality of the courtesan, which can impoverish men, with
the constructive sexuality of the virtuous wife, which is regularized
through marriage.

As we have seen and as we shall continue to see in the chapters
that follow, Buddhist attitudes toward sexuality gather in some di-
verse ideas. First, they locate sexuality within women, as the reposito-
ries of the desirable, and this defines women’s nature—they are filled
with power, which they can use negatively, for example as seduc-
tresses, to destroy men, or positively, as faithful wives bringing their
auspicious fertility to their husbands’ families and to the very country
they live in, for example by controlling the rain. Second, the celibate
monastic life remains the ideal because sexuality is believed to entan-
gle one within the world, preventing liberation. However, Buddhist
monastics are dependant on the laity for sustenance, so South Asian
ideas about the powers of the virtuous wife are maintained. As a gen-
eral rule, Buddhism tended not to disturb cultural practices unless
they were in direct conflict with Buddhist ethics.

Lastly, I have postponed discussing marriage in terms of disengag-
ing the bride from her natal family and transferring her to her hus-
band’s family, with their consequent involvement of dowries,
inheritance rules, and rituals until chapter 10, which focuses on the
economic basis of marriage and other types of sexual arrangements. It
is to these other forms of sexual arrangements that we now turn in the
chapters that follow.
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CHAPTER 6
SOUTH ASIAN COURTESANS

Courtesans have long been a staple of South Asian myth, literature,
drama, and ritual life. Plays featuring courtesans were frequently per-
formed during spring fertility festivals to help promote the fruitful-
ness of humans, animals, and crops.1 In keeping with this connection
between courtesans and fecundity, there are many tales in which a
king can only end a drought by sending a courtesan to seduce a celi-
bate sage. This theme was enacted in an annual ritual by devadÅs≠s, the
sacred courtesans at the temple of JagannÅtha in Puri in order to has-
ten the monsoon rains.2 The connections between semen and rain
have a long history in the ancient world, and both are also connected
to fecundity and thus to power. By withholding his semen a sage can
blight the land, unless the king has a greater command over the pow-
ers of fertility, or unless he can command the auspicious powers of a
beautiful and fertile woman. In similar scenarios the god Indra sends
heavenly courtesans (ap±aras) to seduce celibate sages whose spiritual
power threatens his own.3

Buddhist stories utilize these same motifs, most famously as when
the god MÅra attempts to prevent the Buddha’s enlightenment by
sending his daughters to seduce him. Stories in which courtesans fail
in their attempts at seduction serve several purposes: the encounter
between ascetic and courtesan is often a literary device to highlight
an ascetic’s control of his sexuality, as when the harem women fail to
seduce the Buddha, but they also serve as warnings about the dan-
gers of sexuality to spiritual power and define women as sexual
temptresses. For instance, as we saw in chapter 5, there are several
stories of monks whose former wives attempted to seduce them back
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into married life, sometimes with success. For the most part, early
Buddhist texts were under the control of monks committed to celi-
bacy, among whom seduction stories were quite popular. Early Bud-
dhist biographies also tended to focus on women as temptresses and
on failed seductions, emphasizing the oppositions of dharma and
kÅma, religious obligation and pleasure, where dharma is clearly asso-
ciated with men and kÅma with women. Yet stories about courtesans
with dharma, not kÅma, in their hearts also appear, and these will be
discussed shortly.

What follows is not meant to be the final word on courtesans in
Buddhist texts; after all, their success in life depended on maintaining
a subtle balance between availability and elusiveness. In much the
same way, they slip in and out of early Indian texts, sometimes har-
nessed to the text’s purpose and at other times intimating more com-
plex meanings. Often they act as a necessary female counterpoint to
the male ascetic, not only by contrasting their sexuality with his celi-
bacy, but in being almost as free from social restraint as the ascetic:
she moving below conventional morality just as he moves above it.4
This idea was captured in an early play, The Farce of the Pious Courtesan
(Bhagavadajjuka Prahasanam) by King Mahendravarma I (early seventh
century C.E.), in which the souls of a holy man (bhagavad) and a cour-
tesan named Ajjuka are accidentally exchanged.5 Significantly, courte-
sans, like monastic communities, could not exist without the disposable
wealth of princes and merchants.

Courtesans lived in their own section of town, as in caste-driven
India most occupational groups had their own neighborhoods.6 It was
a “red light” district of sorts, but one in which arts other than the art
of love also flourished. Many courtesans were accomplished singers,
musicians, dancers, poets, and wits; these often highly educated
women were in full command of the arts of costume, cosmetics, and
setting.7 In the classical plays the courtesan district is often presented
as separate from the mundane world, a place of art and refinement,
populated by beautiful, sexually available women. The entrance fee,
of course, could be high, and it is perhaps a testament to the skills of
these women that the plays and stories often tell of men who met fi-
nancial ruin in their pursuit of the many pleasures they offered.8

The Manimekhalaï, a South Indian Buddhist epic composed in Tamil
and dated between the second and sixth centuries B.C.E.9 describes a
courtesan’s accomplishments:

[She] knew both kinds of dance, dances suitable for the royal
palace and those for the common public, poems set to music, the
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art of dramatic posture . . . to emphasize the rhythm of the poetic
meter, the various musical rhythms . . . , and how to play the harp.

She knew by heart the poems chanted during the dances and
had mastered the language of gesture . . . by which love . . . , virtue,
and glory . . . are expressed. She knew how to play the great drum
and how to adjust the tightness of its skin to regulate the sound.
She knew how to play the melodious flute, as also the art of play-
ing ball, of preparing dishes according to the recipes of the best
cuisines as well as the preparing of scented powders of diverse col-
ors, the manner of bathing in the various seasons, the body’s sixty-
four positions in making love, the art of anticipating men’s desires,
of speaking charmingly, and of seeming reluctant (the better to ex-
cite her lovers), of writing elegantly with a cut reed, or arranging
magnificent bouquets of flowers chosen for their form and color,
the choice of dress and jewels according to circumstances, and the
art of fashioning necklaces of pearls or precious stones.

She had also studied astrology and the art of measuring time,
and other similar sciences, the art of drawing and painting.10

Some of these accomplishments recall the seductive arts of the Bud-
dha’s harem women.

SEXUAL CATEGORIES
South Asian languages have a rich vocabulary of terms to place
women in various sexual categories. For example, there is the distinc-
tion between the kula-str≠ (a wife, a woman from a good family) and
vÅra-str≠ (a courtesan, a restraining woman). One of the main charac-
ters in ÷rudraka’s drama the PadmaprÅbhŸtakam (fourth or fifth century
C.E.) is a courtesan, and the play uses a rich variety of terms for them
and for prostitutes, such as: gaœika (the calculating one), ve±ya (one
who disguises herself), pum±cal≠ (agitator of men), vŸ„ali (a low-caste
woman), and bandhakam (a binder, a fetter).11 Despite the negative
connotations of these words, other early texts associated prostitutes
and courtesans with auspiciousness, harkening back to the tales that
their sexual activity stimulated the fertility of the earth.12 This idea
continued into the twentieth century, as is shown by an Indian king’s
coronation ceremony that involved filling a vessel with water from
various sources as well as different kinds of earth, including some
taken from the house of a courtesan (Oriya: be±yÅ = Skt: ve±yÅ).13 A ves-
sel with the same contents is also part of the royal wedding cere-
mony,14 and devadÅs≠s sang auspicious songs during both ceremonies.

DevadÅs≠s, female servants of god, served in the courts of kings and
in Hindu temples as ritual specialists and as concubines. They capture
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the ambiguities of the sexually active woman in that they are both dis-
tinguished from the foregoing sexual categories and yet encapsulated
by them; Marglin found that the terms gaœika and ve±ya were also
used for them.15 In this instance these two terms seem to be related
more to sacred than secular prostitution. Sarat Chandra Das lists them
as equivalents for two Tibetan terms for prostitutes: tshogs mo can and
tshogs can ma, both of which are connected to the word for the sacred
tantric feast, tshogs ‘khor (Skt: gaœacakra),16 a ritual that can incorporate
sexual yoga and sometimes involved prostitutes. (This ritual will be
discussed further in the chapters on tantric consorts.)

In his attempt to summarize these women the Indologist A. L.
Basham ends up showing just how slippery all these terms can be:

The position of the courtesan merged with that of the concu-
bine. Kings and chiefs retained numerous prostitutes in their
palaces, who were salaried servants, and who often had other du-
ties to perform, such as attending on the king’s person. The status
of these women is somewhat obscure, but apparently they were
not only at the service of the king, but also of any courtier on
whom he might choose temporarily to bestow them, and thus they
were not on a par with the regular inhabitants of his harem. Prosti-
tutes of this type accompanied the king wherever he went, and
even awaited him in the rear when he went into battle.17

James Davidson discusses an equally rich range of Greek terms
for female sexual categories, and he notes the distinction to be made
between the gift-exchange practice of the hetaeras (courtesans) that
establish a relationship of patronage and friendship, and the commod-
ity-exchange practice of the prostitute, which does not.18 This distinc-
tion between presents and payments seems useful for ancient and
medieval India as well, especially in the case of the devadÅs≠s, who were
supported by their temples and by the kings; thus they did not require
the financial support of their lovers, with whom they often maintained
enduring relationships and from whom they received gifts.19 Courte-
sans, too, established relationships with men who gave them gifts, and
can be distinguished from prostitutes who traded sex for money and
did not have a courtesan’s education. As the English word courtesan
suggests, they were first and foremost associated with royal courts that
had the money, leisure, and interest to enjoy their various talents.

DEVADÄSÖS
As already suggested, devadÅs≠s present the most complex picture of
South Asian women who have been classified as courtesans. This
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complexity is connected to the sacredness of their temple office, and
thus to their relationship with divine beings, and to kings, who in
India, as in many parts of the world, were considered divine. Indeed,
devadÅs≠s brought together the courtesan and the sacred by often clas-
sifying themselves as ap±aras, divine courtesans.20

One became a devadÅs≠ either by inheriting the office, for instance
being the daughter of a devadÅs≠’s brother,21 or being adopted by a de-
vadÅs≠, as devadÅs≠s were not supposed to give birth to children. They
were ceremonially dedicated to the temple before they reached pu-
berty (a tradition that was outlawed in 1947 by the Devadasi Act), and
from that moment they were considered married to the ruling deity of
the temple. Since the gods do not die, this meant that devadÅs≠s could
never become widows; they were nityasumaÙgal≠, forever auspicious.
While still children their temple duty was to dance at the morning de-
votional ritual. After their first menstruation they went through an-
other ceremony that allowed them to sing and dance in the evening
devotional ritual, and which led to the consummation of their mar-
riage. Since the king was considered to be the living incarnation of the
god JagganÅtha (Vi„œu in his incarnation as Kri„œa), a tradition ex-
isted that the king consummated the marriage. Frédérique Apffel
Marglin, however, found that the king’s role was often taken by a
brahman priest of the temple.22 If she wanted, a devadÅs≠ could then
establish a liaison, but only with an upper-caste man who lived in the
area served by the temple. In the temple that Marglin studied, this
meant the entire city of Puri. These were usually long-term relation-
ships, and as already mentioned, the devadÅs≠s were not financially de-
pendent on their lovers since they were supported by the king and the
temple. There is nothing to indicate that they exchanged sex for gifts
or money.23

DevadÅs≠s also presided at rites involving newborns, such as the
name-giving ceremony and the ear- and nose-piercing ceremony, and
at wedding ceremonies that focus on the bride and take place at her
natal home. Traditional South Asian wedding ceremonies extend over
several days and take place at both the bride’s and the groom’s natal
homes. DevadÅs≠s decorated the bride and sang a variety of songs,
some auspicious, some that mocked the groom, and bawdy ones as
well.24 As perpetually auspicious women they were able to bestow
their excess of auspiciousness on others, in this case the bride. Since
they were not allowed to have children of their own, devadÅs≠s were
like ascetics who build up spiritual power (tapas) by abstaining from
sexuality. DevadÅs≠s, of course, were sexual, but they did not procre-
ate. Procreative power is the root of their auspiciousness; they stored
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up their procreative powers by not conceiving and heightened them
by their sexual activity, passing some on to brides, to the infants they
blessed, and the entire kingdom through their ritual functions.

In addition to their daily temple service during the morning and
evening rituals, devadÅs≠s participated in the three most important and
public temple rituals, as well as other temple rituals performed
throughout the year. They danced at the annual ceremony of bathing
the deities and they danced and sang while accompanying the statue
of the goddess Lak„m≠ during the annual festival that was believed to
renew the deities, the king, the people, and the land. Once every
twelve years, new images of the deities were carved and the old im-
ages discarded. During the time of their carving, the devadÅs≠s sang
auspicious songs.25 These are all rituals focused on renewal, regenera-
tion, and rebirth that are enhanced by the presence of the devadÅs≠s
and their ritual acts.

Their presence was also required at auspicious palace occasions,
such as royal life-cycle ceremonies and palace festivals. They were a
ubiquitous presence at the seven- to ten-day royal wedding cere-
monies, during which they sang auspicious songs and/or stood next
to two “filled pots,” common symbols for auspiciousness.26 Their
presence was also required at three royal festivals: the coronation and
its yearly renewal; the ceremony that marks the beginning of the dy-
nasty’s new regnal year; and the DurgÅ pâjÅ. They sang auspicious
songs at the first two and both sang and danced at the latter.27 Here,
too, they added their auspicious powers to rituals of renewal, regen-
eration, and rebirth.

The origins of the devadÅs≠s are lost in history, but they enacted an-
cient ideas about female auspiciousness and the sacred power of fe-
male sexuality. On the one hand, they were considered the living
embodiment of Lak„m≠, the wife of JagannÅtha/Vi„œu, the bestower
of prosperity.28 They were supremely auspicious women who had the
power to bring abundance, sustain life, and ward off evil. On the
other hand, they were considered to be gop≠s, the cow-herding girls
who were Kri„œa’s lovers. This is brought out in the evening ritual
during which the devadÅs≠s sang erotic songs, especially from the Gita
Govinda, a twelfth-century poem devoted to the love between Kri„œa
and the gop≠s. The evening ritual can only be performed by devadÅs≠s
who have reached puberty, those who are sexually mature, for their
evening songs are their participation in the sexual activity of the god.
Through these activities they represent the role of the divine in main-
taining life and creating fecundity, and dramatize the auspicious
power of sexuality. This is no virgin priesthood. It is a sexually active
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one that participates in the divine through their embodiment of
Lak„m≠ and their sexual relations with Kri„œa; in the semidivine
through their relations with the king; in sacred humanity in their rela-
tions with brahman priests; and in the fully human through their rela-
tions with the laity and with their lay lovers. Their auspicious powers
did not arise from sexual activity with many beings, but from sexual
activity in so many realms.

MALE COURTESANS
The KÅma Sâtra, a text compiled in the fourth century C.E. by incorpo-
rating much earlier works,29 introduces additional terms for prostitutes
when it discusses male courtesans, who are included among people of
the third nature, often taken to mean a third sex (trit≠ya prakriti),30 such
as hermaphrodites, transvestites, and homosexual prostitutes, who are
forerunners of those hijrÅs today who partially support themselves
through prostitution by having sex with other men for money. While I
am not suggesting that the hijrÅs as we now know them existed from
such an early date—their origins are lost in mythic time—the complex-
ity of sexual and religious ideas and activities that define them are quite
ancient31 and reveal other aspects of South Asian concerns about the re-
lation of sexuality and spiritual power, about the uses and abuses of
fertility for secular and religious ends.

HijrÅs are a religious community of sexually charged and sexually
ambiguous men who dress and act like women. A brief look at their rit-
ual roles sheds light on the sexuality and fertility ethos of South Asia,
and evokes the complementary tension between the courtesan and the
ascetic, for hijrÅs are religious ascetics required to be celibate servants of
the goddess BahucharÅ MÅtÅ and many have undergone castration,32

yet some work as homosexual prostitutes. One of the stories told about
BahucharÅ MÅtÅ, is that she cut off her own breasts to avoid being raped
by thieves, which suggests her male priests castrate themselves in imita-
tion of her primal act.33 Of equal religious significance is that hijrÅs iden-
tify with the sexually ambivalent god ÷iva, who is both the great ascetic
and the virile husband, particularly in his ardhanÅri±vara form of half-
man/half-woman34 and in the legend of his self-castration.35

In many ways hijrÅs seem to mimic devadÅs≠s. In the past devadÅs≠s
had male equivalents, young men who dressed as women and danced
outside the temple while the devadÅs≠s danced inside the temple,36 and
hijrÅs may have had some connection to these transvestites. Regard-
less, like devadÅs≠s, the ritual roles of hijrÅs center around temple festi-
vals, births, and marriages. In the temples of BahucharÅ MÅtÅ they act
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as her servants, tell stories about her, and bless worshippers. After the
birth of a male child hijrÅs visit the child’s home to sing and dance, ex-
amine the child’s genitals, and demand money for blessing him with
fertility, prosperity, and a long life. They also dance with exaggerated
female sexuality for the small boys who are present, and whose geni-
tals they touch. For this they receive traditional gifts of cash and
goods.37 Only male babies are involved, which suggests that their sex-
uality has to be assured and protected. As will be discussed in chapter
12, anxiety about the stability of male sexual characteristics is found
throughout the world.38 Seemingly, hijrÅs who have lost masculinity,
or who represent the third sex and are associated with hermaphro-
dites, are perceived as individuals who would have intimate knowl-
edge of changeable or inadequate sex organs. Their ambiguous sexual
characteristics and/or sexual natures reflect the deities they worship:
a breastless mother goddess and a god who is half-woman/half-man.
This gives them the ability when they examine the infant’s genitals to
know if they are ill defined, if they are those of a hermaphrodite, and
if so, the right to claim the baby as one of them. To the families they
serve, hijrÅs embody fears about losing masculinity, and yet they have
the power to give what they do not have: the power of creating new
life. They receive this power from the mother goddess BahucharÅ
MÅtÅ, but, like yak„≠s, their powers cut both ways; they can curse as
well as bless, and their curses are greatly feared.

At weddings they bless the married couple for fertility. Unlike de-
vadÅs≠s, who go to the bride’s house, hijrÅs make all arrangements
with the groom’s family and perform at the groom’s house, although,
like the devadÅs≠s, some of their songs make fun of the groom and his
family. While they sing and dance the hijrÅs tell various family mem-
bers “you will have a son,” or “you will have a grandson.”39 Often the
bride is not allowed to be present.40 HijrÅs are presented as a mascu-
line concern, a concern of the patrilineal family that must have sons
who will be capable of siring sons of their own. Brides are outsiders,
the vehicles for male fertility.

First and foremost, hijrÅs are ritually connected to maintaining pa-
trilineal descent. It is as if having surrendered their own masculine
fertility they can confer it onto others, and the powerfulness of their
austere asceticism is enough to assure male, definitely not female, ba-
bies. Indeed, their actual or rumored homosexuality, while frowned
upon, increases their contact with semen, thereby increasing their
power to confer patrilineal fertility. Many people believe that loss of
semen reduces a man’s power. Male South Asian ascetics act on this
belief by building up their spiritual power through celibacy. Castrated
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hijrÅs cannot ejaculate even if they want to, or by accident, such as
nightly emission. They are ascetics par excellence, yet some of them
are also prostitutes; they encapsulate within themselves the sexual/
ascetic tension depicted in stories about the courtesan and the ascetic,
and they use that tension, that power, to bless or curse the fertility of
others.

TRANSITIONS
As we shall see in the two chapters on tantric consorts, the later tradi-
tion of Tantric Buddhism joins the female courtesan and the male as-
cetic, and reverts to the pattern of successful seduction stories by
reinterpreting the courtesan as the tantric consort, and placing both
the tantric practitioner and the consort above conventional morality.
Indeed, tantric consorts were sometimes prostitutes.41 In Tantra, the
ancient idea that sexuality has the power to stimulate other forms of
fertility is harnessed by practitioners who use sexuality to generate
and empower their spiritual advancement. As we have seen, the early
biographies of the Buddha reveal a similar acceptance of women and
fertility as part of the path toward enlightenment.

Consequently, I am arguing that while monastic Buddhism rejected
sexuality in favor of celibacy from the earliest period—thereby prob-
lematizing womanhood—there was another, equally early current
within Buddhism that accepted both women and sexuality, and fur-
ther, that this current survived and was later rearticulated within a
tantric context. Stated differently, the erotic female imagery of Tantra
does not mark a huge break with the earlier tradition. There is both
textual and iconographic evidence for this. As we have seen, the earli-
est iconography celebrates the auspiciousness of female fertility and
sexuality in life-size female statues depicted with voluptuously
curved, almost nude bodies in unself-conscious postures. These fe-
male images were believed to imbue monuments and sites with their
life-sustaining auspiciousness, thereby assuring that the sites would
flourish. Among these are the justly famous ±ÅlabhañjikÅ (woman and
the tree) pose (Figures 2.4 and 2.5), which was used to represent
Queen MÅyÅ giving birth to the Buddha. This pose, as discussed ear-
lier, expresses the belief that an auspicious woman who kicks or
touches a tree with her foot causes it to bloom and that tree spirits
(yak„≠s) can confer fertility.42 The female figures stand under a bloom-
ing tree, one hand stretched overhead, grasping a branch, with one
leg bent back at the knee, toward the tree, the foot raised to touch the
trunk, or with one leg twined around the tree trunk. The latter pose is
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a clear allusion to a sexual encounter in that the literary tradition
often described the sexual embrace as a woman encircling a man like
a vine encircles a tree trunk. Significantly, Monier-Williams glosses
±ÅlabhañjikÅ as a term for courtesans,43 which echoes the practice of
marrying courtesans to trees,44 while Vidya Dehejia translates it as
“auspicious women”,45 thus suggesting a broad application of female
fertility and auspiciousness to a wide variety of divine and human
women from different social stations. Vogel translates it as “she who
plucks ±Åla flowers,” a reference to a festival during which women
climbed these trees to pluck their blossoms.46

These yak„≠-like figures have their male counterparts, the yak„as,
male fertility deities, who at least in the early periods of Buddhist
stone iconography were depicted as powerfully built, sensual men.
As mentioned above, the first anthropomorphic Buddha images
were modeled on yak„as, and some of the finest examples were made
during the Kushan Dynasty (Figure 2.8). Later, the yak„as become
dwarflike figures but still retained their great physical strength, as is
shown by their use as supports for columns and other objects, and
retained their powers of fecundity. Additionally, loving couples be-
came a frequent motif quite early at Buddhist sites such as NÅgÅrju-
nakoœØa. These are beautifully carved figures of voluptuous women
and virile men often depicted in a loving embrace (Figures 6.1, 6.2,
and 6.3).

Textually, as we have seen above, one of the most important inci-
dents in the Buddha’s life is his departure from home and abandon-
ment of his wife and the harem women who used various sexual
ploys in their fruitless attempt to prevent him from leaving. Scenes
depicting these harem women are often found in early Buddhist
iconography, representing both his rejection of women and sexuality
and yet preserving the beauty of the women. The Buddha then
spends seven years practicing such severe asceticism that he is close
to death, until his dead mother descends from heaven and persuades
him to relent, thus beginning his reconciliation with women. The
Buddha then has a series of positive encounters with females, both di-
vine and human, including accepting food from the woman SujÅtÅ,
culminating in his calling upon the earth goddess to act as witness to
his merit during his battle with the demon MÅra on the night of en-
lightenment. After achieving enlightenment the Buddha began a pub-
lic life as a teacher and lived for almost fifty more years. It is during
this period that women of all sorts, including courtesans, actively
reenter his life.
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Fig. 6.1 Intoxicated courtesan. American Institute of Indian Studies A1-86.
MathurÅ (Maholi), late second century C.E.
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Fig. 6.2 Loving couple. American Institute of Indian Studies 106.84, Patna,
second century B.C.E.
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Fig. 6.3 Couples. Karli, photograph by John C. Huntington, courtesy of the
Huntington Archive.
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CHAPTER 7
COURTESANS IN 

BUDDHIST LITERATURE

The conversion of a courtesan is a popular motif in Buddhist litera-
ture,1 one that provides dramatic impact. The presence of a beautiful
courtesan demonstrates the Buddha’s utter indifference to the sexual
charms of women, since a rich and successful courtesan will be the
most attractive of women.2 This suggests to the male audience that
they, too, should be beyond such attractions. At the same time,
though, these stories about courtesans and ascetics still retain their as-
sociations with the power and auspiciousness of female sexuality.

In Buddhist literature courtesans act as lightning rods for Buddhist
teachings about sexuality, the nature of women, and the imperma-
nence of the body.3 The central obstacle to the Buddhist path of renun-
ciation and the main cause of human suffering is desire, and
courtesans are experts in desire—the male desire of their customers
and their own greed. Indian literature represents the courtesan as one
ruled by desire, both for sex and wealth, whose primary goal is to
arouse desire in others.4 When courtesans are converted, they rein-
force the Buddhist teaching that all people can become Buddhists,
even great sinners, and that not only women but even the worst
women can be equal practitioners. Moreover, some converted courte-
sans also maintain their auspicious powers of fecundity.

÷YÄMÄ JÄTAKA
In one of his past lives the Buddha was involved with a courtesan. In
this tale from the MV (II.162–70), the ÷yÅmÅ JÅtaka, the Buddha is a
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caravan leader, named Vajrasena, who is wrongfully accused of com-
mitting a crime and sentenced to death. On his way to the execution
ground the rich and beautiful courtesan ÷yÅmÅ sees him, and because
of the many past lives they spent together, falls madly in love with
him. She arranges to set him free by tricking a young man, who has
been a paying guest in her house for ten years, to unwittingly take Va-
jrasena’s place. ÷yÅmÅ and Vajrasena then became lovers, and all is
well until he began to worry that one day she would similarly dispose
of him. He runs away to another city, and when some time later she
sends him word that she still loves him, he rejects her again. The sur-
prising element in the story is that while the Buddha was Vajrasena in
this life, ÷yÅmÅ was his wife Ya±odharÅ. As is usual with past life sto-
ries, an explanation is given as to when and why it was told. The Bud-
dha is said to have told this story on the night of his departure from
home when asked how he could leave Ya±odharÅ. The story is meant
to show that he had done this before, indeed many times before; he is
in the habit of leaving her.

At least two things about women are of interest in this tale. First,
even the Buddha’s devoted wife, the noble Ya±odharÅ, had been a
courtesan.5 Second, as Vajrasena, the reason the Buddha runs away
from ÷yÅmÅ is all about exchange (nimineyÅ). As a courtesan ÷yÅmÅ
exchanges men at will, and this unhinges even the Buddha. Men can
exchange women whenever they want, but when women do so, the
whole sexual economy is shaken. As will be discussed in chapter 10,
men exchange women as a way of establishing relationships, particu-
larly kinship relationships with other men, mainly fathers by giving
daughters in marriage. Or they change women at and for their own
pleasure. Courtesans, on the other hand, exchange men for gifts and
can maintain highly profitable relationships with more than one man.
Even though in relation to Vajrasena, ÷yÅmÅ acted out of love, the
story emphasizes her ruthlessness in that she exchanges her first lover
by sending him to his death in order to save the man she now loves.
Vajrasena repeatedly refers to this exchange: it is the impulse for his es-
cape and the reason he does not return to her. We will look at an even
darker exchange by a courtesan in the story of VÅsavadattÅ below.

AMRAPÄLÖ
The most famous courtesan in the Buddha’s biographies is the beauti-
ful and rich AmrapÅl≠, known throughout India for her intelligence
and accomplishments.6 She is described as “beautiful, good to look
upon, charming, she was possessed of the utmost beauty of complex-
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ion, was clever at dancing and singing and lute-playing, much visited
by desirous people and she went for a night for 50 [kahÅpaœas, a very
high sum of money], and through her [the city of] VesÅl≠ shown forth
all the more.”7 In her story the ascetic and the courtesan receive a new
twist: it is the ascetic who seduces the courtesan into abandoning
worldly life, for AmrapÅl≠ later becomes a Buddhist nun and achieves
enlightenment.8

AmrapÅl≠ first appeared in the Buddha’s life when he came to
preach in her city. She approached him, received teachings, and then
invited him and his disciples to dine at her house. Shortly after that
the leaders of the city also invited the Buddha to a feast, but much to
their annoyance he declined in order to keep his appointment with
AmrapÅl≠.

There are several messages contained in this anecdote that are cen-
tral to early Buddhism: a flaunting of food taboos, as well as caste and
social status, and, as in the story of SujÅtÅ, this story emphasizes the
virtue of generosity and the acceptance of women—in AmrapÅl≠’s
case even women on the fringes of society. It is a famous story, one
that is told in several texts9 and in iconography.10 AmrapÅl≠ and the
virtuous woman SujÅtÅ, despite their different status, enact one of
the primary roles accorded to women in Buddhism, to sustain the
monastic order through food offerings. The relevance of this blend of
courtesans, virtuous women, and food offerings received its finest ar-
ticulation in the story of the young courtesan Manimekhalaï, to which
we now turn.

THE MANIMEKHALAÏ
A lengthy literary treatment of a Buddhist courtesan occurs in the
Manimekhalaï,11 a South Indian epic composed sometime before the
sixth century C.E.12 The young heroine of the title does not yet work as
a courtesan—she is on the brink of this fate, being pushed into it by
virtue of her birth into a family of courtesans, by her grandmother, by
the desire of a powerful prince, and by the citizens of her city (Puhâr),
who consider her an important asset—her fame as a dancer and cour-
tesan will attract many rich men to their city. Manimekhalaï, however,
has different plans. Through the influence of her mother she is at-
tracted to the teachings of the Buddha and the ascetic, nonsexual life
he recommended. Her desire for the religious life allows the author to
explore a continuum of female sexualities, from celibate women to
virtuous married women and sexually available women, as well as
to display women’s auspicious powers of fertility and plentitude, par-
ticularly as represented by food offerings.
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With the whole city set against her decision to become a Buddhist
nun, it takes divine intervention to move the story forward.
Manimekhalaï’s namesake, the goddess of the sea,13 a wonderful
model of the productive and destructive female powers that are the
epic’s subject, transports her to a deserted island where she teaches
her many things, including mantras that will enable her to shape-
shift, to fly, and to eliminate hunger pangs.14 But of most importance,
she is given a magic bowl. That this bowl appears on the anniversary
of the Buddha’s birth is particularly auspicious, evoking as it does the
image of another beautiful woman whose fertile powers were a bless-
ing to the world—Queen MÅyÅ giving birth to the Buddha. A begging
bowl is one of the main accouterments of Buddhist monastics, which
they use in begging food for their single meal of the day, and it sym-
bolizes, among other things, divine acceptance of Manimekhalaï’s de-
cision to become a Buddhist monastic. The magic quality of the bowl
is that it will always be filled with food, thereby enabling her, even as
a nun, to feed everyone rather than being fed by everyone. This is an
enthralling inversion, not unlike the sexual inversion she is trying to
make. Bowls are a frequent symbol for wombs, especially in South
Asia, and here, rather than being indiscriminately filled, it indiscrimi-
nately empties.15 Manimekhalaï’s grandmother employs this symbol-
ism when she describes the life of courtesans: “It is our privilege to
eat from all hands,”16 meaning to have sex with all.17 This bowl en-
ables Manimekhalaï to transform her value: no one will be deprived
because of her asceticism, in fact everyone will profit. At the end of
the epic, the text says she “appeared as a dispenser of prosperity.”18 In
other words, she remains an auspicious woman, a bringer of prosper-
ity and plenty, but one whose auspicious powers have been diverted
from sexuality for the enduring benefit of all.

This text, with a nod toward Buddhist lay followers, also acknowl-
edges the auspicious fertility of regularized female sexuality in the
figure of Atiraï, the most virtuous wife in the city,19 who is chosen to
put the first food donation in Manimekhalaï’s bowl, food that thence-
forth endlessly multiplies.20 As discussed briefly in chapter 5, Atiraï is
so virtuous that she has the power to make rain fall in its proper sea-
son,21 a power she earned through enduring devotion to her husband,
despite the fact that he left her for a courtesan upon whom he had
squandered all his wealth.22 Here the text counters the destructive
sexuality of the courtesan, which can impoverish men, with the con-
structive sexuality of the virtuous wife, a wife who was brought to the
brink of death because of a courtesan,23 and yet is instrumental in
redirecting the fertility of another courtesan, Manimekhalaï, toward
celibacy and giving life to all.
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As previously mentioned, Buddhist attitudes toward sexuality
gather in some diverse ideas. First, they locate sexuality within
women, as repositories of the desirable, and this defines women’s na-
ture—they are filled with power, which they can use negatively, such
as courtesans, to destroy men,24 or positively, as faithful wives bring-
ing their auspicious fertility to their families and to the very country
they live in, for example by controlling the rain. Second, the celibate
monastic life remains the ideal. Sexuality is believed to entangle one
with the world, a point well made in this text by the prince who is
blinded by his desire for Manimekhalaï and eventually destroyed by
it. Enlightenment involves abandoning desire and abandoning attach-
ment to the world. Yet Buddhist monastics are dependant on the laity
for sustenance, so South Asian ideas about the powers of the virtuous
wife endured.

The Manimekhalaï is a unique Buddhist text not only for having a
woman as its main character, but for the rich range of female charac-
terizations that surround her, including two mild villianesses (her
grandmother and the queen),25 and the fact that the primary actors are
almost all female, including the goddess. Except for a male guru and
the amorous prince, both of whom remain in the background, all the
action and all the dialogue is between women throughout the first
half of the text. Of course, husbands are mentioned continually, but
for the most part they do not act until the middle of the text.26 In fact,
it is not the king but rather the queen who attempts to avenge the
death of their son, whose inappropriate desire for Manimekhalï led to
his death, and all the main female characters assemble before her, not
the king, to resolve the situation.27 The sympathy that exists between
Manimekhalaï and her mother, and indeed the support of her mother,
adds to the text’s female orientation, which continues with the first
person Manimekhalaï feeds from her magic bowl: a woman who has
been cursed with an insatiable hunger that Manimekhalaï’s food
cures.28 The text’s emphasis on women echoes Manimekhalaï’s female
lineage: as a courtesan her father is irrelevant29—in her case we know
he died long ago—it is her mother and grandmother who represent
her family, one that her grandmother claims goes back to the ap±ara
(celestial courtesan) Urvas≠.30 It also reflects the matrilineal practices
of south India, where the text was composed, and those of the de-
vadÅs≠s (temple courtesans).

The text is clearly directed to women. Emphasizing women as in-
dependent beings and placing them at the center of the text demon-
strates the importance of women to the Buddhist community. It is a
text that affirms Buddhist women and that encourages non-Buddhist
women to convert. At the same time it is an alluring, romantic tale
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filled with adventure and magic that held great interest for women as
well as men.31 Perhaps most important, it subverts all the earlier tales
of women as seductresses in realistically portraying the torment a
woman endures, especially a defenseless woman, from the unwanted
sexual attentions of men.

Having said all this, it is regrettable to add that Manimekhalaï does
not achieve enlightenment. Instead she is given a prophecy that in the
future she will always be born as a man and will thus achieve enlight-
enment.32 Among the powers the goddess bestowed on Manimekhalaï
was the ability to shape-shift, to change sex, which Manimekhalaï did
on two occasions. Once, briefly, she changed to protect herself from
rape.33 The second time was for an extended period while she trav-
eled around studying with various religious teachers.34 Compound-
ing the gender contradictions of this text, she returned to her female
form when she met the Buddhist guru Aravana Adiagal, and she be-
came a nun. Manimekhalaï’s gender shifting was shown to be a form
of expediency in her present life and her female form was affirmed by
her Buddhist teacher. Yet, the text says that in order to achieve en-
lightenment she will need to be reborn as a man. The issue of whether
or not women can achieve enlightenment will be taken up at length in
chapters 12 and 13.

Returning to the magic bowl, it powerfully links wives with Bud-
dhist nuns, for both Buddhist nuns and monks begged their daily
food mostly from housewives, as they continue to do throughout
Southeast Asia. The virtuous housewife Atiraï is the first to offer food
in Manimekhalaï’s bowl, and magically this food multiplies. As we
saw in chapter 2, donations have important implications for Bud-
dhists in that they generate merit, a spiritual reward. This is true for
offerings of any kind, even the smallest. Monastics were understood
to be particularly fruitful fields for the generation of merit, though
often nuns were seen as less fruitful sources of merit.35 In contrast, the
scene of Atiraï filling Manimekhalaï’s bowl, which stimulates its end-
less supply of food, dramatically valorized the fruitfulness of dona-
tions to nuns.

Begging bowls are the site of daily exchanges between Buddhist lay
women and monastics of food and merit. Indeed, stories explaining
the rewards of food donations frequently appear in the text, including
a past life in which Manimekhalaï’s food donation to a sage earned her
the help of her namesake, the sea goddess Manimekhalaï, in the pres-
ent life.36 Even though Sanskrit and Pali texts reflected a celibate male
view that was threatened by women, we can see positive images of
womanhood in the food offerings of young, attractive, and sexual
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women such as SujÅtÅ, and the desirable courtesan AmrapÅli. This is in
keeping with the South Asian view that women are repositories of a
sacred power connected with their sexuality and fertility. Like all sa-
cred power, such as that of the yak„≠s, it can bestow blessings or it can
destroy. Men control this female power in both human women and
goddesses through marriage; unmarried goddesses are considered un-
predictable and dangerous, while married goddesses are benevolent.
Similarly, the sacred powers of virtuous married women are channeled
and controlled by patriarchal systems of reproduction.37 The new idea
in the Manimekhalaï is that a celibate woman, a Buddhist nun, can her-
self control and channel her own female powers. In the Tamil literary
tradition of south India as represented by the Manimekhalaï, women
maintain their auspiciousness whether as celibates or as virtuous sex-
ual women. Iconographically this is represented by the abundance of
voluptuous female figures and loving couples found at south Indian
Buddhist sites such as NÅgÅrjunakoœØa and AmarÅvat≠. Manimekha-
laï’s name itself evokes these female figures as it is the same term used
for the broad, jeweled belts they wore, and that Manimekhalaï, as a
renowned dancer, also wore.

THE DECEPTION OF THE BODY
Courtesans were also used to dramatize Buddhist teachings about im-
permanence, especially of the body. Actually, the beauty and desirabil-
ity of courtesans was used to denigrate the human body, which, as we
have seen in chapter 2, was an important theme in early Buddhism.
Through the almost exclusive use of the female body to represent and
denigrate the human body, early Buddhists attempted to strip away
women’s auspicious powers. According to the earliest Buddhist texts,
as bad as the human body is, the female body is worse. We have al-
ready met with this view in the Buddha’s description of the sleeping
harem women as corpses. This idea is even expressed in the Mani-
mekhalaï, when the prince, who desires Manimekhalaï, describes her
beautiful body to her protective companion Sutâmati. In responding to
him Sutâmati says,

“Stripped of its ornaments, it is but evil-smelling flesh, subject to age
and decline, prone to the worst ills. It is the seat of all the passions. It
is simply a vessel in which all the vices are, as it were, stored, always
ready to loom into view. Anger and hate hide there like a venomous
cobra curled up in its hole. It is the consciousness which it also con-
tains that causes our anguish in the present, our fears of the future,
our feeble efforts to free ourselves, and, finally our despair.
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“You, so proud of your rank, think of what this body contains.
Regard it as though all its viscera were in full view.”38

Later in the text Manimekhalaï herself makes a speech to the prince,
detailing the decline of the body, by pointing to a nearby old
woman.39

A similar speech is found in the following poem attributed to Am-
rapÅl≠ after she had become a Buddhist nun and grown old:

Black and glossy as a bee and curled was my hair;
now in old age it is just like hemp or bark-cloth. . . .

My hair clustered with flowers was like a box of sweet perfume;
now in old age it stinks like a rabbit’s pelt. . . .

Once my eyebrows were lovely, as though drawn by an artist;

Dark and long-lidded, my eyes were bright and flashing as jewels:
now in old age they are dulled and dim. . . .

My voice was as sweet as the cuckoo’s, who files in the woodland
thickets;

now in old age it is broken and stammering. . . .

Once my hands were smooth and soft, band bright with jewels
and gold;

now in old age they twist like roots. . . .

Once my body was lovely as polished gold;
now in old age it is covered all over with tiny wrinkles. . . .

Once my two feet were soft, as though filled with down;
now in old age they are cracked and wizened. . . .

Such was my body once. Now it is wary and tottering,
the home of many ills, an old house with flaking plaster.40

This point is made even more strongly in the frequently illustrated
legend of the courtesan VÅsavadattÅ, who is depicted as beautiful,
vain, greedy, and ruthless—the stereotypical courtesan.41 One day,
while entertaining a customer, another, even richer man appeared. In
a fit of greed, she killed the first customer so that she could entertain
the second. Of course, she is found out, and her punishment was to
have her nose, hands, and feet cut off. The Buddhist saint Upagupta,
whom she had unsuccessfully tried to seduce, visited her while she
waited for death in a cemetery. Despite her mutilated body, VÅsava-
dattÅ’s powerful fertility still functioned as she became the stimulus
for Upagupta’s enlightenment, for it is through preaching to her,
through seeing the effects of his words on her consciousness, that he
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himself fully realized the potency of what he said. By virtue of Up-
agupta’s teaching, he achieved a higher understanding and VÅsava-
dattÅ was reborn in the realm of the gods.

In contrast to VÅsavadattÅ, who was after all a murderer, the cour-
tesan SirimÅ was a devoted follower of the Buddha and a generous
donor. Nonetheless, she received the same treatment as VÅsavadattÅ.
Somewhat as a ploy to justify the Buddha’s use of her body, we are
told that due to her great beauty, a monk fell in love with her. When
she died a few days later, the Buddha ordered that her body should
not be burned, but rather laid in the cremation grounds and protected
from animals that would eat it. After four days her body began to
bloat and maggots oozed from it. The Buddha then gathered all the
monastics and lay people around her corpse and said that whoever
would pay her regular price of one thousand pieces of money could
have her. No one responded, so he kept lowering her price, even to a
penny, and then offered her for free. Finally the Buddha said, “Such
was her beauty who now has perished and gone. Behold, monks, this
body diseased and corrupt.”42 SirimÅ’s virtues and VÅsavadattÅ’s
crimes are not relevant in this worldview; they are only their bodies.

What is engrossing about these two stories of dead and dying cour-
tesans, and in other references to the decay of the female body,43 is the
shift in the equation of women and life to women and death. That and
the focus on cremation grounds, which were and remain important
sites for Buddhist meditation on impermanence, and in Tantric Bud-
dhism became the preferred place to develop siddhis (supernatural
powers). In tantric practice, some of the women who frequent ceme-
teries retain their beauty and auspiciousness, acting as tantric consorts
and/or empowering ØÅkin≠s. Like yak„≠s, ØÅkin≠s have shape-shifting
powers that enable them to transform themselves from great beauties
to repulsive hags at will, rather than being passively transformed by
time or someone else’s power. They are in charge of their images,
through which they assert their roles as the source of men’s enlighten-
ment, luring or repelling men as occasion demands. In this sense the
yak„≠ does not completely disappear from Buddhism—they are incor-
porated into the ±akt≠s and prajñÅs utilized by Hindu and Buddhist
male practitioners in the quest for enlightenment.44 This is shown in
certain Hindu tantras of the Kaula school where worshipping the
yak„≠ as a wife is said to empower the male practitioner, transforming
him into “the foremost among kings (rajendraæ sarvarÅjÅnÅm).45 There
are many legends in which yak„≠s confer sovereignty on Indian kings,
and several aspects of Hindu king-making ceremonies were incorpo-
rated into both Buddhist and Hindu tantric practice. For instance,
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abhi„eka, the term for a royal consecration is also used for tantric initi-
ations.
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1. See, for instance, Paula Richman, “The Portrayal of a Female Renouncer,”

143–65, which is a thoughtful discussion of the Manimekalaï, the story of a
courtesan who becomes a Buddhist nun, discussed below. The religions of
the world abound with such stories. For Christian examples see “The Life of
St. Pelagia the Harlot” and “The Life of St. Mary the Harlot,” both of whom
became Christian ascetics, in Ross S. Kraemer, ed., Maenads, Martyrs, Ma-
trons, Monastics: A Sourcebook on Women’s Religions in the Greco-Roman World,
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988), 316–32 and 412–13; and of course the
legends of the Magdalene.

2. Some sense of the power and influence of the Indian courtesan can be seen
in the character of Seeda Bai in Vikram Seth’s novel of India in the 1950s, A
Suitable Boy (1993. New York; HarperCollins, 1994). See also Mirza Moham-
mad Ruswa’s novel The Courtesan of Lucknow, trans. Khushwant Singh and
M. A. Husaini (1961. Islamabad: Alhamra Publishing, 2000).

3. Several Pali jÅtakas involve courtesans, see., e.g., nos. 92, 276, 318, 419, 423,
425, 481, 522, and 536; as do several of the TheragÅthÅ cxxix, cxcviii, ccxxiv,
and cclxiii.

4. See Richman’s discussion, “The Portrayal of Female Renouncer,” 156.
5. A similar story is told in the Pali jÅtakas, no. 318, but there it does not involve

Ya±odharÅ.
6. Basham, Wonder, 184.
7. Vinaya, Horner, IV.379.
8. Three other courtesans or prostitutes who became nuns and achieved en-

lightenment were VimalÅ, Abhaya’s mother, and AØØhakÅs≠. Ther≠gathÅ,
Rhys Davids, respectively, Part 1, 52, 30, and 26.

9. BC, Part III, 7. A±vagho„a uses the occasion of their meeting as an opportu-
nity to put a very antiwoman speech into the mouth of the Buddha, one that
is absent from other tellings. See, for example, the MahÅvagga section of the
Vinaya, Horner, IV.315–22; and the MahÅparinirvÅœa Sâtra, chapter II, 30–34;
in Rhys Davids, Buddhist Suttas, and the Milindapañha, ed. V. Trenckner (Lon-
don: Williams and Norgate, 1880). Translated as The Questions of King
Milinda by T. W. Rhys Davids (1894. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1965),
I.30–33. She is also the subject of an ApadÅna and a Ther≠gathÅ commentary.

10. For example, she is depicted at Sikri, Dehijia, Discourse, 15.
11. It continues the story of Prince Ilango Adigal’s Shilappadikaram (The Ankle

Bracelet), trans. Alain Daniélou (New York: A New Directions Book, 1965), in
which Manimekhalaï’s mother, Mâdhavi, is a main character.

12. Daniélou dates it to the second century, Shattan, Manimekhalaï, xvi, and Rich-
man to the sixth century. Richman also gives the author as CÅttanÅr, “Por-
trayal of a Female Renouncer,” 144.

13. For more information on her, see S. N. Kandaswamy, Buddhism as Expounded
in Manimeklalai (Tamil Nadu: Annamalai University, 1978), 268–71.

14. Shattan, Manimekhalaï, 42–43.
15. See also the discussion of bowls as vessels of plenty in Sutherland, Yak„a,

33–35.
16. Shattan, Manimekhalaï, 71.



Courtesans in Buddhist Literature • 131

17. Possessing the magic bowl is an important indication that Manimekhalï is
beyond all this, but at one point the text goes further and has her say she
knows a magic formula that can suppress hunger; ibid., 103. This is not to ig-
nore the fact that the fear of famine underlies the entire text.

18. Ibid., 149.
19. Ibid., 62.
20. Ibid., 67.
21. Ibid., 62. Surely a metaphor for a woman’s ability to satisfy/contain her hus-

band’s sexuality. The text attributes this belief to the first century poet-saint
Tiruvallur and links it to women who worship their husbands as gods; ibid.,
95–96, though in one instance a virgin is said to have this power; 97. Ironi-
cally, this power is supplanted by Manimekhalaï’s bowl, which “replaces the
seasonal rains as a means of sustaining life,” 92 and 147.

See also Kandaswamy, who briefly discusses female chastity, Buddhism as
Expounded in Manimeklalai, 230–32.

22. When Atiraï mistakenly thought her husband was dead, she attempted sat≠,
burning herself on a funeral pyre, but was saved by a divine being who said
her husband was safe and would return to her. Several instances of sat≠ occur
in the Manimekhalaï as a proper recourse for a widow, e.g., 6, 25, 63, 71; and
Manimekhalaï learns that she was a sat≠ in a past life, 39. For instances of
Buddhist sat≠s in Nepal, see Todd T. Lewis, “Newar-Tibetan Trade and the
Domestication of SimhalasÅrthabÅhu AvadÅna,” History of Religions 33.21 (No-
vember 1993): 157.

23. These events parallel the story of Manimekhalaï’s mother, Mâdhavi, who de-
stroyed the wealth of Manimekhalaï’s father Kavalon and caused enormous
suffering to his chaste and faithful wife Kannaki. Adigal, Shilappadikaram,
passim. At the end of the text Manimekhalaï vows to perform good works to
honor the memory of Kannaki, 112, and pays homage to her sanctuary,
122–24.

24. The Manimekhalaï has a whole chapter devoted to men destroyed by their
sexual desire for women, 93–100.

25. See Shattan, Manimekhalaï, 71–75, 101–02 and 107–09. Both women are re-
sponding to stressful situations, respectfully the perceived disgrace of a
granddaughter and the death of a son, and each lacks the unrelieved vi-
ciousness of someone like A±oka’s Queen Ti„yarak„itÅ.

26. Even Manimekhalaï has a husband of sorts, the prince who desires her was
her husband in many past lives; ibid., 88.

27. Ibid., 106–12. The male guru Aravana Adigal shows up too, to give the basic
Buddhist teachings required by all Buddhist stories.

28. Ibid., 68.
29. Though Manimekhalaï seeks out her grandfather, now a Buddhist monk, to-

ward the end of the epic, ibid., 144–46, and Aravana Adigal says she was
named for the goddess who had saved her father’s ancestor, 151. This may
be an attempt to privilege the patrilineal system of north India, the home of
Buddhism, on the matrilineal system of the south.

30. Ibid., 107.
31. Richman discusses the text as advocating female renunciation in “Portrayal

of a Female Renouncer,” passim.
32. Shattan, Manimekhalaï, 92.
33. Ibid., 102.
34. Ibid., 125–49.
35. Falk, “The Case of the Vanishing Nuns,” 207–24.



132 • Courtesans and Tantric Consorts

36. Shattan, Manimekhalaï, 92–93. Another example of her giving in a past life is
on 88–89.

37. Glenn E. Yocum discusses this belief in a South Indian context, but I believe
it can be extended throughout South Asia; “Comments: The Divine Consort
in South India,” in The Divine Consort: RÅdhÅ and the Goddesses of India, ed.
John Stratton Hawley and Donna Marie Wulff (1982. Boston, MA: Beacon
Press, 1986), especially 280–81.

38. Shattan, Manimekhalaï, 17.
39. Ibid., 84–85.
40. Basham, Wonder, 252–70.
41. See the discussion of this story in Liz Wilson, Charming Cadavers: Horrific Fig-

urations of the Feminine in Indian Buddhist Hagiographic Literature (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1996), 95 ff.; and AvadÅna no. 72, Mrs. Sharada
Rani, ed., Buddhist Tales of Kashmir in Tibetan Woodcuts (Narthang series of
Ksemenda’s AvadÅna-kalpalata), in ÷ata-Pitaka Series, vol. 232 (New Delhi:
Mrs. Sharada Rani, 1977). For the most part this book quotes Tucci’s narra-
tion of these stories in TPS, which also reproduces tangkas illustrating them,
plates 100–130. Another set is reproduced in Antoinette Gordon, The Iconog-
raphy of Tibetan Lamaism, 2d. rev. ed. (Rutland, VT: Charles E. Tuttle, 1959),
between 110 and 111.

Strong briefly discusses a few other courtesans in early Buddhist litera-
ture, Upagupta, 83–84.

42. Burlingame, Buddhist Legends, II.334.
43. See also the decaying courtesans in TheragÅthÅ CXCVIII and CCLXIII, and

the Buddha’s transformation of MÅra’s courtesan-like daughters into old, re-
pulsive women on the night of his enlightenment.

44. Sutherland, Yak„a, 146–47.
45. Vidya Dehejia, Yogin≠ Cult and Temples: A Tantric Tradition (New Delhi: Na-

tional Museum, 1986), 36.



133

CHAPTER 8
TANTRIC CONSORTS: INTRODUCTION

IMAGES AND PRACTICES
The yab/yum couple is one of the most ubiquitous images of Tantric
Buddhist art. Representing the sexual union of divine beings with
their consorts, these images strive to express the oneness of the two
necessary elements for the generation of enlightenment: wisdom (Skt:
prajñÅ; Tib: shes rab), a passive female principle,1 and skillful means
(upÅya; thabs), an active male principle,2 joined together on the plane
of ultimate reality. The bliss they experience arises from their appre-
hension of the essential emptiness (±unyatÅ; stong nyid) of all existent
beings and objects. In Tantric Buddhism the couple is imaged either
standing or seated, never lying down (Plates 6 and 7, and Fig. 8.1).3
Importantly, these images are only created for and meant to be seen
by initiates; they function as supports for meditation and as objects of
worship.

The yab/yum image is so central to tantric doctrine that its meaning
is made explicit in the opening lines of many anuttarayoga tantras
(highest yoga tantras, Tib: bla na med pa’i rnal ‘byor), such as the Heva-
jra Tantra, which states: “Thus have I heard: at one time the Lord
dwelt in the vagina (bhaga) of Vajrayogin≠—the heart of the Body,
Speech and Mind of all Buddhas.”4 Hevajra is an important yidam, a
male initiatory deity, and Vajrayogin≠ is a divine yogin≠ with enormous
initiatory powers who is often depicted alone, as the central deity. The
first lines of the Tantra make the point that the vagina is the place
where tantras are preached, and imply that this is also where initia-
tions and realizations take place,5 thus revealing the importance of the
tantric consort for spiritual development. Yet, except for very rare im-
ages of the female as the dominant partner (Plates 8 and 9),6 in all
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Fig. 8.1 Mañju±r≠ in yab/yum. Courtesy of the Division of Anthropology,
American Museum of Natural History, 70.0/7065.
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other cases the females are unnaturally small compared to the male
figure, indicating their subordination,7 and are depicted with curving,
voluptuous bodies that accentuate their femaleness and recall earlier
Buddhist images of auspicious fertile women.

Tantra8 refers to a wide range of religious paths that developed
mainly in northern India, perhaps as early as the third century C.E.,
among Buddhists, Hindus, and Jains, although it took several cen-
turies to achieve widespread influence.9 While its earliest history is
unclear, we know that tantra drew extensively on preexisting tradi-
tions such as yoga, the Vedic sacrifice, rituals of sacred union, and
from tribal practices. In addition to conferring divine or magical pow-
ers (siddhis) on its adepts, it is described as a fast path to enlighten-
ment (in a single lifetime), a path appropriate for the current dark age
(kaliyuga), and one of its essential features is an abundance of female
symbolism. These include divine females such as TÅrÅ and Vajrayo-
gin≠, and various ØÅkin≠s and yogin≠s usually depicted in their fierce
forms. Additionally, there is the symbolic or actual use of menstrual
blood (and semen) in rituals and the valorization of female-identified
attributes such as wisdom (prajñÅ).

Tantric practice utilizes the human body, upholding it as the means
to salvation, and central to tantric ritual are the “five m’s” (pañca-
makÅra), words that in Sanskrit all begin with the letter m: madya,
mÅmsa, matsya, mudrÅ,10 and maithuna (respectively, wine, meat, fish,
parched grain, and sexual union).11 The first four are described as
aphrodisiacs and lead up to the fifth, actual or symbolical sexual
union. Theoretically, the right-handed path (dak„iœÅmÅrga) uses substi-
tutes for the first four and visualizes the fifth, sexual union, while the
left-handed path (vÅmÅmÅrga) imbibes these and other unpleasant
substances12 and involves ritual sexual intercourse. In point of fact,
though, left-handed practice also frequently uses substitutes and vi-
sualization, which raises the issue of what tantrikas actually did or did
not do. Ambiguity about practice is inherent in the tantras themselves,
the primary texts of tantra, in that they purposely utilize twilight lan-
guage (sandhÅbhÅ„a), a secret and metaphorical language that makes it
hard to pinpoint literal practice.13 Archaeological evidence from India
between the eighth and twelfth centuries indicates that the highest
yoga tantras, with their emphasis on sexual union, were practiced in
private shrines rather than in large-scale temples.14 This accords with
the general understanding that Indian left-handed practitioners were
usually wandering yogis while right-handed practitioners were tradi-
tional brahmans. A similar situation arose in Tibet where free-wheel-
ing tantric practices were fairly widespread among nonmonastics,
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both householders and wandering yogis, while a more rationalized
tantra flourished in the monasteries. There were, however, exchanges
between the two groups.15

Whether through visualization or actual practice, the tantrika ritu-
ally uses these forbidden and sometimes polluting substances to get
beyond the concepts of good and evil, forbidden and allowed, in
order to experience the negation of all dualities, including gender. In
tantra reality is one, but it is understood through a process of concep-
tual and intuitive polarization, or duality, symbolized in terms of fe-
male and male. The goal in Tantric Buddhism is to generate the thought
of enlightenment (bodhicitta; byang sems), often glossed as semen.16

This is accomplished through meditation techniques and yogic con-
trol over the energy channels of the subtle body combined with visu-
alizing or ritually enacting the sexual union of wisdom (prajñÅ; shes
rab) and skillful means (upÅya; thabs). The union of wisdom and skill-
ful means leads to a supreme bliss (mahÅsukha), a direct and compas-
sionate experience of the emptiness (±unyatÅ) of all existent beings and
objects, which being empty lack any duality.17

Toward this end, the later biographical tradition of Indo-Tibetan
Buddhism introduces a new type of female practitioner, the tantric
consort. Tantra needs sexually active females, real or envisioned,
human or divine, to enact its rituals and appear in its iconography,
and it draws upon the voluptuous imagery of the courtesan and the
auspicious, fertile women of the early Buddhist tradition. Westerners
have become used to the term ±akt≠ (power) for the female consort, but
more often this refers to the Hindu tantric tradition. The Buddhist
uses prajñÅ and shes rab, wisdom, or vidyÅ and rig ma,18 knowledge. In
Hindu tantra the female energy of ±akt≠ is active, even dominant, as is
often shown in images of goddesses standing on the prone god, such
as KÅl≠ on ÷iva (Figure 8.2).19 In Buddhist tantra the female element of
prajñÅ is passive, a point I will return to shortly.

Tantric Buddhism has a rich terminology for the female consort.
When visualized she is called jñÅnamudrÅ (ye shes kyi phyag rgya), wis-
dom or knowledge consort.20 When an actual woman acts as a tantric
consort she is karmamudrÅ (phyag rgya21 or gZungs ma, or las kyi phyag
rgya), often translated as action consort. Whether visualized or actual,
they are considered to be ØÅkin≠s, initiatory goddesses.22 Yeshe Tso-
gyel’s biography uses gSang yum,23 secret consort, as does June Camp-
bell, who claims to have been a modern gSang yum.24 Yeshe Tsogyel’s
biography is of some interest, containing as it does a rare record of a
male consort, for whom it uses terms such as hero (dPa’ bo) and thabs,
meaning skillful means, the male complementary attribute to female
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Fig. 8.2 KÅl≠ straddling ÷iva. Rajasthan, eighteenth century. Ajit Mookerjee
Collection. From Tantra: The Indian Cult of Ecstasy by Philip Rawson,
published by Thames & Hudson, New York and London.

wisdom. Of course, the primordial terms for the male and female con-
sort are yab and yum, the honorific terms for father and mother, re-
spectively.

Just as meditation on an initiatory deity (yidam) is believed to be
more efficacious when he is visualized in conjunction with his con-
sort,25 practice with an actual woman is believed to be more beneficial
than with a visualized consort since it can lead to enlightenment in
this lifetime. However, the practice of union, or sexual yoga, only be-
gins after vigorous training in the lower yogas under the supervision
of a qualified guru and at the completion stage of the highest tantras
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(anuttarayoga; bla na med pa’i rnal ‘byor). These earlier practices purify
the subtle body (mÅyÅ deha; sgyu lus), an imaginary or spiritualized
bodily system believed to be quite influential on one’s physical and
spiritual well-being. Activation of the subtle body is the first step in
sexual yoga. It consists of three primary channels (nÅØ≠; rtsa): the
winds (prÅœa; rlung) that move along them, the generative fluids
called drops (bindu; thig le) that are located in the heart, and the five
energy centers (cakra; ‘khorlo) where the three channels meet. The
main channel runs from the cakra at the base of the spine up to the
cakra at the crown of the head; parallel on its left and right run the
other two channels, one white and thought of as male (skillful
means), and the other red and thought of as female (wisdom). Sexual
union, whether enacted or visualized, involves the belief that women
inherently possess something men do not: prajñÅ (wisdom or insight).
Advanced male practitioners can access and appropriate that wisdom
through sexual yoga. For female practitioners, men are the source of
upaya, skillful means, which women can access and appropriate
through sexual yoga. From the male point of view, which we will see
is the dominant view, during sexual union the adept, who will lose
any spiritual benefit if he ejaculates,26 absorbs his consort’s red drops
(uterine fluids),27 mixing them with his white drops (semen), which
he then absorbs through his penis (vajrol≠ mudrÅ or maithunasya
parÅvŸtti; bcud len), up into the subtle body channels to the top of the
head.28 The female’s red drops are not necessarily red, as they are also
referred to as the vaginal secretion a woman is believed to ejaculate
during intercourse. In other words, the female equivalent of semen.29

The many stories about courtesans seducing ascetics remind us
that from the earliest periods of South Asian religious history semen
has been equated with spiritual power and ejaculation with the loss of
power. Sexual yoga takes this idea a step further, and completely re-
verses orthodox sexuality,30 wherein the female partner absorbs the
sexual fluids of the male. This reversal, combined with the prohibition
against ejaculation, makes the point that tantric sexual activity is not
about normal procreation, but rather about procreating the energy
that will lead to enlightenment. It does not produce life, it produces
the cessation of life through enlightenment, and in this it participates
fully in the tantric emphasis on practicing in cremation grounds.31

In this reverse sexuality the male practitioner mimics but does not
assume the female position of being the receptor. Yab/yum iconogra-
phy expresses this, first by avoiding prone images (the missionary po-
sition), although the female on top would be a more gravitationally
accurate representation of reversing the flow of sexual fluids. The
women on top is described in the KÅma Sâtra, but Paul’s research
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among Sherpas revealed this is considered wrong and defiling to the
man, although he suggests that Tibetans are more sexually sophisti-
cated.32 However, Gedün Chöpel’s sex manual, even though influ-
enced by the KÅma Sâtra, does not include the woman on top.33 Seated
images, where the woman is on top, seem to capture this idea of re-
versing the fluid exchange, just as standing images do to a lesser de-
gree. Regardless, all the yab/yum images do allow for the female to be
in the weighted if not the dominant position, with the exception of the
few images that depict women in the dominant position, facing the
viewer and larger than their male partners (Plates 8 and 9). It would
seem that for all its forbidden aspects and despite Hindu images of
KÅl≠ lying and/or standing on ÷iva’s prone body (Fig. 8.2), having the
woman lie on top of the man is too much of a challenge to Buddhist
male dominance and authority.

Turning to the female practitioner, theoretically she can mix her part-
ner’s semen with the uterine fluids within her body, absorbing and car-
rying them up to the top of her head,34 but this requires that he shed a
few drops during coitus, or ejaculate, in which case he loses any spiri-
tual benefit for himself. Alternatively, visualization practices allow a
woman to visualize herself as a man, and men can visualize themselves
as women, for instance as in Vajrayogin≠ practice.35 There seems to be
some reciprocity in this for men, as Vajrayogin≠ can manifest and is said
to have manifested as a man or a woman in various historical contexts.36

The reverse is not necessarily the case for women. While the possibility
exists that male deities can manifest as male or female—being deities
they can do/be whatever they want—I do not know of any stories in
which male Buddhist deities appear as females. A possible exception is
the celestial bodhisattva Avalokite±vara, a complex figure who in East
Asia is frequently depicted in the female form of Kuan Yin. The fluidity
of his/her sexual characteristics, and those of other deities and human
beings, is discussed in chapter 12, where it is shown that the dominant
tendency in sex change stories is always toward male forms.

In unpacking the meanings of female consorts, one needs always to
bear in mind that the Buddhist tantric couple represents prajñÅ and
upÅya, with prajñÅ being a passive principle, the enjoyed, not the en-
joyer; the known, not the knower; the object, not the subject. The
meanings and implications of this will become clearer as we now turn
to the biographical evidence.

MAHÄSIDDHAS
One of the first places where we meet tantric consorts is in the biogra-
phies of the eighty-four mahÅsiddhas37 (grub chen thob pas), eighty
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male and four female wandering tantric yogis who flourished in
northern India between the eighth and twelfth centuries, and who
deeply influenced Tantric Buddhism. Tantra’s origins were outside
the great monastic institutions of the period; it began and flourished
among wandering yogis from a wide range of social backgrounds,
though eventually tantra became part of the monastic curriculum.
MahÅsiddha biographies reveal that several male siddhas practiced sex-
ual union with actual women, though their practice is not usually
elaborated upon. An exception is the following instruction given to
the mahÅsiddha Babhala:

In the lotus maœØala [vagina] of your partner,
A superior, skillful consort,
Mingle your white seed [semen]
With her ocean of red seed [womb blood].
Then absorb, raise and diffuse the elixir
And your ecstacy will never end.
Then to raise the pleasure beyond pleasure
Visualize it inseparable from emptiness.38

Through meditative skill the sensation of sexual pleasure is experi-
enced as emptiness, the profound realization that all beings and all
things are essentially empty, without individuality and nonenduring.
As this example shows, gender, as it is defined by one’s sexual organs,
is essential for these practices, engaging as they do the karmic body,
which we have seen is the gendered body.39 It is the male gender that
is important, though, because the instructions are completely phallo-
centric and almost always directed to the male practitioner.40 I will re-
turn to this point at the end of this chapter.

TÅranÅtha, writing in sixteenth-century Tibet, lists many more con-
sorts than other collections, possibly because his own guru’s guru,
÷Åntigupta, had an accomplished consort, Menaka.41 MahÅsiddhas who
had human consorts include Æombipa (a twelve-year-old girl), Saraha
(a fifteen-year-old girl), GhaœÊÅpa (a twelve-year-old girl), Bhusuku/
÷antideva, RÅma (a disciple of mahÅsiddha Sakara), NÅropa, Tilopa,
and Marpa.42 The tantras usually recommend that the female consort
be young and attractive, between the ages of twelve and twenty,43

with sixteen being the most popular age. This seems to have been the
age preferred by the controversial twentieth-century tantric master
Chogyam Trungpa, who renounced his monastic vows in order to
marry a sixteen-year-old English girl who had been his student,44 and
around whom rumors swirled about his additional sexual relation-
ships with young female disciples.45 Ancient Indian ideas about fe-
male sexuality partially explain this preference for younger women. It
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is believed that younger women have more female seed than older
women. In a tantric context this means the male adept will receive
greater benefits from a young woman.46 Women are also believed to
be more sexual than men; indeed they are thought to be insatiable and
sexually aggressive, thus mature women pose a real threat to men by
taking their semen.47 This emphasis on teenagers also maintains the
male adept’s dominance and promotes the idea that female tantric
consorts are inexperienced, that they are vessels and aids for men’s
spiritual advancement and not accomplished practitioners in their
own right. Janet Gyatso has made this point,48 and speaking more
generally, Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty explains that a consort “is usu-
ally implied to be a mere appendage, far inferior in power and status
to his or her spouse.”49 Indeed, the age requirement suggests that
women have to stop practicing when they reach twenty. The Hevajra
Tantra says that a female tantric consort can be trained by her male
partner in just one month, which markedly contrasts with his years of
practice.50 We will, however, soon meet some examples of accom-
plished women practitioners of various ages.

MahÅsiddhas who were involved with courtesans or prostitutes in-
clude VyÅlipa, Tilopa, and ÷Åntigupta, which is appropriate in that
prostitutes were occasionally used as female consorts in tantric ritu-
als.51 King DÅrika, for one, was sold as a slave to a devadÅs≠, a Hindu
temple dancer and courtesan, and he is called sMad ‘tshong wa ma’i g-
yog (from sMad pa, to lower, and tTshong wa, to sell), the prostitute’s
slave, or sMad ‘tshong can,52 the prostitute’s man. Frequently, the
tantric consort is a low-caste woman, such as a barmaid—alcohol
being one of the forbidden substances utilized by tantrikas—and tav-
erns often doubled as brothels.53 A well-known example is the bar-
maid with whom Virupa is often depicted (Plate 10), and others can
be found in the stories about Lâyipa, ÂeÙgipa, Saraha, KÅla Virâpa
and ÷Åntigupta, while Æombipa was one among many whose consort
was an outcaste woman.54 As mentioned above, important terms for a
female tantric consort are Øomb≠ and caœØÅl≠, female outcastes, though
the latter term carries additional important meanings, such as the Ti-
betan yoga of raising mystic heat (gtum mo),55 and it is also the name
of a female deity corresponding to the Hindu KuœØalin≠.56 These ex-
amples are connected to the so-called forbidden aspects of tantra,
most obviously the five m’s, but may include incest—as when the
GuhyasamÅja Tantra recommends sexual union with one’s mother, sis-
ter, or daughter as the best means for realization. It even suggests
union with the Buddha’s mother,57 while the Hevajra Tantra recom-
mends the wives of others.58 As we saw in the discussion of early
Buddhist sexual ethics, these are all forbidden women, which makes
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them appropriate tantric consorts. Similarly, the use of menstrual
blood is considered efficacious precisely because it is thought to be so
polluting.59 At the same time, prostitutes, barmaids, and outcastes are
marginal women and as such often are also powerless women, creat-
ing yet another image of female tantric consorts as vehicles for men’s
development and not as accomplished practitioners in their own
right.60 Sometimes tantric consorts are wives (Saraha), as in the case of
many married practitioners, for instance the Newari Buddhists of
Nepal.61 In the next chapter we will see some tantric consorts who
were royal women.

References to female tantric consorts as ØÅkin≠s introduce the divine
and semidivine initiatory females who are so prominent in the lives of
Tibetan saints, although they are sometimes actual historical women
who initiate adepts, awaken their consciousness, and instill them with
supernormal powers.62 On rare occasions the term is used to describe
a highly advanced, living female practitioner. ÆÅkin≠ was translated
into Tibetan as mKha’ ‘gro ma, which means “sky goer”—they cross
over between realms, as between the divine and the mundane. Being
initiatory goddesses, they have important salvational roles and they
also represent wisdom (prajñÅ), which they can bestow along with sid-
dhis, the supernormal powers that lead to enlightenment. They do this
through dreams, visions, or sudden appearances in various forms: as
old, disgusting women, or as dogs (a despised animal in India), or as
young, beautiful women, and so on. Milarepa is a well-known exam-
ple of a celibate tantrika who constantly interacted with ØÅkin≠s, as did
the mahÅsiddhas KÅœhapa, Bhik„anapa, Kantalipa, Udhilipa, and
NÅropa, among others. The divine ØÅkin≠s VajravÅrÅh≠ and Vajrayogin≠
frequently appear to siddhas (Plate 11), especially in TÅranÅtha’s ver-
sion of their lives.63

ÆÅkin≠s are comparable to yak„≠s in their ability to grant boons, to
bestow blessings. The great alchemist and mahÅsiddha NÅgÅrjuna was
said to have propitiated numerous yak„≠s in order to obtain power
over the elements, and they acted as his consorts.64 Iconographically,
ØÅkin≠s are usually depicted like the yak„≠s in early Buddhism, as
voluptuous, mostly nude women.

According to TÅranÅtha, the female tantric consort was not simply
a tool in the hands of the male adept, or at least not always. For exam-
ple, Æombipa’s consort, known as the yogin≠ of the Æombi caste, is
listed as one of his most prominent and successful disciples—she be-
came a teacher in her own right and created her own lineage of teach-
ings.65 In general, he mentions many women practitioners and
teachers, referring to them as accomplished yogin≠s.66 The next chapter
examines fuller biographies of female tantric consorts.
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Many deities and celestial buddhas are frequently portrayed in the
yab/yum posture of sexual union, though others are simply flanked by
two female figures (Plate 12).67 Similarly, mahÅsiddhas are often de-
picted with the human or divine females who helped them, though
their iconography is rather inconsistent, especially in whether or not
it includes females.68 Sometimes women stand to the side, or sit on
one thigh—rarely are they shown in yab/yum.69 A particularly startling
exception is that of Legs smin kara (Plate 13), a Tibetan form of the
name Lak„m≠nkarÅ, one of the four women mahÅsiddhas. Even though
Lak„m≠nkarÅ is the more important person in this scene, she is placed
in the typical female subordinate position. Unfortunately, this image
comes from an incomplete set of mahÅsiddha banners of unknown
provinance, so it is unclear if any other siddhas in this set are pre-
sented in yab/yum.

NOTES
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CHAPTER 9
TANTRIC CONSORTS: TIBET

PADMASAMBHAVA
The great eighth century C.E. Indian mahÅsiddha, tantrika, and mission-
ary to Tibet, Padmasambhava, is a figure of unparalleled significance
in Tibetan Buddhism. In iconography he is often depicted flanked by
his two most highly accomplished tantric consorts: the Indian Prin-
cess MandÅravÅ and the Tibetan Queen Yeshe Tsogyel (Plate 14). Like
the historical Buddha, Padmasambhava was a prince who married
and lived surrounded by beautiful women,1 all of whom he, too,
abandoned, but not for long. He went to practice asceticism in ceme-
teries, a favorite haunt of tantrikas, where he gave and received teach-
ings from ØÅkin≠s, somewhat imitating the Buddha, who also entered a
cemetery, put on the shroud of a dead woman, and began his slow
reconciliation with women before achieving enlightenment.2 For non-
tantric Buddhists a significant difference between them is that Pad-
masambhava returned to the world and practiced sexual yoga with
several different consorts. For tantric Buddhists, however, other tradi-
tions exist, such as the CaœØasamhÅro„aœa Tantra, which describes the
Buddha in his tantric form. Also, according to Tsongkhapa’s student
Khadubje (mKhas Grub rJe, 1385–1438), the Buddha practiced with an
actual consort just before incarnating as ÷akyamuni. He had reached
the tenth stage of a bodhisattva, but in order to achieve enlightenment
he needed the initiation of wisdom (prajñÅ), which required practice
with a consort. The celestial buddhas summoned the divine courtesan
(divyavesyÅ) TillottamÅ (Tib: Thig le mchog ma) and then gave him initi-
ation.3 This meant that the Buddha was already enlightened when he
took birth as ÷akyamuni—his enlightenment under the Bo tree in
India was a display for the sake of others.
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Padmsambhava’s consorts were often royal women, such as the In-
dian Princess MandÅravÅ and the Tibetan Queen Yeshe Tsogyel.
Padmsambhava met MandÅravÅ, who had refused to marry, while
she was living apart from society in order to pursue Buddhist prac-
tice. It caused a huge scandal when Padmasambhava took her as his
consort and led to their repeated persecution and eventual imprison-
ment, but they were always saved by miracles or their magical pow-
ers. He and MandÅravÅ later traveled widely, and she developed into
a powerful practitioner,4 as did Yeshe Tsogyel,5 whom Padmasam-
bhava met when he went to Tibet.

Yeshe Tsogyel is said to have written Padmasambhava‘s biography,
though she herself played a very small part in it. One needs to look at
her biography, and indeed that of MandÅravÅ,6 to round out the pic-
ture of their relationship to Padmasambhava. Importantly, all three bi-
ographies are termas, revealed texts, traditionally said to have been
hidden to await discovery at an appropriate time. Based on their dis-
covery dates, they are all considerably later than the eighth century,7
and whether Yeshe Tsogyel and MandÅravÅ were actual historical
women is questioned by Western scholars. For example, even though
Yeshe Tsogyel is said to be one of King Trisong Detsan’s (Khri srong
lde brtsan) wives in Padmsambhava’s and her biographies, she is not
thus listed in any of the ancient chronicles. For Tibetans, however,
these three, Padmsambhava, Yeshe Tsogyel, and King Trisong Detsan
are at the center of their most important historical event, Tibet’s con-
version to Buddhism.

YESHE TSOGYEL AND MANDÄRAVÄ
The biographies of MandÅravÅ and Yeshe Tsogyel are similar in sev-
eral ways. Both were royal women whose conception and birth were
surrounded by miracles, and they had many suitors so eager to marry
them that they threatened war as a way of winning them.8 This, of
course, was one way to stress how special they were.

Both women were, however, determined to pursue their religious
practice to the exclusion of everything else, and they refused to marry.
Yeshe Tsogyel suffered the most, as she was brutally beaten into sub-
mission.9 (In chapter 10 we shall see that to this day Tibetan women
are often beaten when they want to pursue religious lives.) King
Trisong Detsan had to intervene by taking her as one of his wives in
order to prevent her contending suitors going to war over her. Once
married to the king, she learned to read and write, and had the free-
dom to study and practice Buddhism because King Trisong Detsan
was also a Buddhist. The king particularly desired to receive tantric
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teachings from Padmasambhava, teachings that can lead to the attain-
ment of buddhahood in one lifetime. When Padmasambhava came to
court the king demonstrated his eagerness by offering Padmasam-
bhava everything he owned, including Yeshe Tsogyel, who is said to
have been either twelve or sixteen years old at the time.10 Pad-
masambhava accepted her as his tantric consort, and explained the
nature, if not the details, of what their relationship will be:

This Great Being is free of any germ of desire,
The aberrations of lust are absent;
But woman [mi mo] is a sacred ingredient of the Tantra,
A qualified Awareness Dakini [Ye shes mKha’ ‘gro] is necessary; . . .
Without her the factors of maturity and release are incomplete,
And the goal of tantric practice is lost from sight.11

He installed her as his lady (jo mo) and consort (rGyal ma, which actu-
ally means queen), and gave her initiation. As mystic partners
(yab/yum) they practiced secret yoga (gSang sPyod), and later “mystic
sexual yoga.”12

MandÅravÅ and Yeshe Tsogyel were both serious practitioners of
Buddhism before they met Padmasambhava, and after receiving
teachings from him they continued their practice alone in wild, iso-
lated places.13 Both became powerful teachers in their own right and
were sought after by disciples; they performed miracles, achieved en-
lightenment, and are said to have vanished directly into the sky with-
out leaving a corpse. Further, they are considered to be yeshes, or
prajñÅs, female wisdom beings.14 Like Padmasambhava they are di-
vinities who can manifest at will.

In one of the rare recorded instances of a male consort,15 Yeshe Tso-
gyel purchased a young brahman slave boy, Atsara Sale, whom she
trained and initiated. Earlier in her biography, Padmasambhava ex-
plained the necessity of a male consort to her in the following words:
“Now, girl, without a consort [dPa’ bo, hero], a partner of skillful
means, there is no way that you can experience the mysteries of
tantra,”16 which is equally true for male practitioners. He then tells
her to go to Nepal where she will meet her future consort. Yeshe
needed a male consort to balance her female wisdom and insight with
male skillful means, just as male practitioners require female wisdom.
In the following song she explained why this is a particular necessity
in the present dark age:

Whenever a perfected Buddha appears
There is no need of a consort (thabs);
when the Buddha has gone depend upon a consort (thabs),
For thereafter Means and Insight should united.
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When my goal has been reached
I will no longer have need of Sale,
but now I need a partner to illuminate the path.17

Her consort is described as follows:

He was handsome and attractive and a red mole18 on his chest
threw out brilliant luster. His front teeth were like evenly matched
slates of conch and his four incisors were like white conches that
spiraled clockwise. His intelligent eyes were haloed with a red
tint, his nose was pointed and his eyes azure. His thick hair curled
to the right and his fingers were webbed like a duck’s feet.19

Some of these attributes, like webbed fingers, are among the thirty-
two marks of the Buddha. More important, he is described in the
same terms as a female consort in a male saint’s biography; the text
lingers over his appealing physical attributes.

Jérôme Edou makes the point that the male consort should be
called a ØÅka, the masculine equivalent of ØÅkin≠, but more often he
finds the term dPa’ bo, hero or warrior, the term used in Yeshe Tso-
gyel’s biography. He says “their roles do not cover as wide a range of
activity, status and powers as those of a ØÅkin≠.”20 This may, in part, be
due to the small number of female practitioners who have recorded
their practice. dPa’ bo is the Tibetan translation of the Sanskrit v≠ra,
which comes from the root v≠r, as does one word for semen, v≠rya. Of
course, this suggests the important idea that the hero is a virile man,
and alludes to the ritual emphasis on semen. O’Flaherty adds some
additional terms developed from the root vŸ„, to rain or pour forth,
rain obviously being connected with semen in the word vŸsha,21 which
Monier-Williams glosses as a man and as semen,22 though she lists
retas as the most important word for semen23 from the root ri, a flow
of rain, water, or semen.24 These are all synonyms for the Tibetan
word for semen, khu ba, though in a ritual context the word thig le is
used for semen and for the drops (Skt: bindu) of enlightenment, which
reminds us that semen is often used to gloss bodhicitta (the thought of
enlightenment).

The opening chapters of Yeshe Tsogyel’s biography present vivid
tantric images through the dreams that predicted her birth. Her
mother dreamed that she received a rosary made of coral and conch
shell beads; the coral beads poured forth blood and the conch shell
beads poured forth milk.25 As is by now obvious, in tantric symbolism
the color red (coral) signifies blood and women, while white signifies
semen and men. Yeshe Tsogyel’s biography is an endless succession of
male/female imagery symbolizing the union of wisdom and skillful
means. This is the case whether Yeshe Tsogyel pursues her practice
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with various male consorts or on her own. For example, she practiced
such fierce austerities in the harsh climate of Tibet that she was often
on the point of death. On one such occasion Padmasambhava ap-
peared to her in a vision, offering a “skull cup of chang”26 that sustains
her. The skull cup symbolizes a vagina and the white chang (barley
beer) represents semen, thus demonstrating her experience of the
union of opposites.

Sometimes the sexual imagery is more explicit, and it can play with
expectations about sexual orientations, as when she has a vision of a
naked red-skinned woman who puts her vagina (bhaga) against
Yeshe’s mouth. Being a true tantrika, Yeshe drinks the blood that flows
from it and is restored in her practice.27 At another point she is tor-
mented by visions of sexy young men who are the equal of any male
ascetic’s dancing girls:

[T]hese demons projected themselves as charming youths, hand-
some, with fine complexions, smelling sweetly, glowing with de-
sire, strong and capable, young men at whom a girl need only
glance to feel excited. They would begin by addressing me re-
spectfully, but they soon became familiar, relating obscene stories
and making lewd suggestions. Sometimes they would play games
with me: gradually they would expose their sexual organs, whis-
pering, “Would you like this, sweetheart?” and “Would you like to
milk me, darling?” and other such importunities, all the time em-
bracing me, rubbing my breasts, fondling my vagina (mtshan ma),
kissing me, and trying all kinds of seductive foreplay.28

Yeshe Tsogyel is portrayed as an extraordinary, determined woman
of great power,29 but her biography can be chilling. Her story high-
lights the particular suffering of women, a point she herself makes to
Padmasambhava,30 especially the sexual utilization of women at and
for the pleasure of others, mainly in unwanted marriages. In this
sense the biography continually contrasts the exploitation of mun-
dane sexuality with the liberating sexuality of tantra. It goes so far,
that in addition to all she went through in her early life, she is later
gang raped by seven bandits while pursuing her Buddhist practice in
an isolated area31—a very real threat for women seeking solitude.
MandÅravÅ, too, was almost raped by demons, but she manifested a
fierce form and intimidated them.32 Yeshe’s rape inspires her to com-
pose a song about the empowering experience of tantric sexuality as
spiritual initiation and source of enlightenment, prompting one to
wonder if such practices really do free women from the patriarchal
pattern of co-opted female sexuality. This text certainly wants us to
think so.
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Yeshe Tsogyel’s biography powerfully, indeed brutally, depicts the
lack of autonomy in women’s lives, autonomy being a necessary pre-
requisite for the tantric path. Female saints who resisted marriage in
order to pursue spiritual lives is a common theme in world religions.33

Most cultures deny women the freedom to choose how they want to
live, forcing them to resist society’s norms if they want to pursue the
religious life. Certainly, for a woman to follow the tantric path was ex-
traordinary. Yeshe Tsogyel’s biography purposely gains a great deal of
its power from stressing her willful resistance to societal pressure and
the sexual constraints she experienced as a woman. In this, the text’s
clear-eyed sympathy for the plight of women is quite moving, but
that plight is never challenged.

Yeshe Tsogyel sometimes also pursued her practice within society.
In addition to her long sojourns at the royal court, she performed
many services for suffering humanity: “I gave my body to ravenous
carnivores, I fed the hungry, I clothed the destitute and cold, I gave
medicine to the sick, I gave wealth to the poverty-stricken, I gave
refuge to the forlorn, and I gave my sexual parts to the lustful [chags se
mas can la smad sbyin pa].”34 All but the last are traditional acts of a
male bodhisattva. Giving oneself sexually seems to be the special
provenance of female bodhisattvas.35 In Yeshe Tsogyel’s case this was
a leper whose wife had left him and whose place Yeshe agreed to take.36

Elsewhere in the biography she variously emanates as a woman or as a
man in order to sexually satisfy both men and women.37 Similarly,
MandÅravÅ manifested many emanations in order to practice sexual
union with anyone who was present.38

As a great bodhisattva, a spiritual being available to one and all,
Yeshe Tsogyel manifests whatever is needed. This is also a subtle allu-
sion to the fact that people see what they want in her, a point she
made in her final song before vanishing into the cosmos:

Tell them [the people] that this incorrigible woman, this wanton
uninhibited woman,

This woman has achieved the impossible nine times over.
Tell them that this Daughter of Tibet, this unlovable spinster,
Now is Queen of Kunzang’s absolute, empty being.
Tell them this woman, over-extended in vanity and deceit,
Successful in her final deceit, has gone to the South-West.
Tell them this passionate woman, repeatedly fallen in her maze of

intrigue,
Through intrigue has vanished into the sphere of inner space.
Tell them that this widow of Tibet, rejected by Tibetan males,
Has captured the state of Buddhahood.39
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Wanton, spinster, daughter, queen, and widow—she is all women
and this song claims that her spiritual victory was achieved through
negative aspects that society attributes to women: their vanity and
deceit, their tendency to intrigue. Yeshe Tsogyel’s biography takes soci-
ety’s views of women and spins them into a cosmic dance of liberation.

TERTONS
Given Padmasambhava’s own practice with tantric consorts, it is no
surprise that tantric consorts are extremely important to tertons (gter
ton), the discoverers of texts and other artifacts believed to have been
hidden by Padmasambhava centuries before. Generally, before receiv-
ing their main revelations, tertons practice sexual yoga with a consort
as a means of accelerating and enhancing their visionary powers. A
contemporary terton’s refusal to practice sexual yoga with a consort is
said to have delayed his ability to find termas (treasures).40 “When he
subsequently began to uncover treasures once again, his lack of a con-
sort resulted in his excavated statues of Padmasambhava lacking their
traditional hand-held tridents, which are symbolically understood as
signifying the consort.”41 Another terton, Karma Glingpa, the four-
teenth-century discoverer of the Bardo Thos grol (Tibetan Book of the
Dead), is believed to have died early because he was unable to find the
wife who had been prophesied for him.42 In this regard, the fact that
the female terton Jomo Manmo (1248–1283) discovered texts before
taking a consort43 raises the question of whether female tertons actu-
ally need a male consort, or if their inherent female powers, enhanced
by spiritual practice, are sufficient to the task.

YID THOGMA
A very self-actualized female tantric consort is the culture heroine Yid
Thogma (Yid ‘phrog ma), who had several tantric consorts of varying
species during her search for wisdom and medicines. When we first
meet her in the biography of Yuthog, the semilegendary first Tibetan
doctor, she is a barmaid who, after being caught having sex with a
monk, was put in a covered box and set adrift on the ocean.44 She ar-
rived at the island of a great rishi, Bamiba, and through her brewing
skills got him drunk and seduced him. He regretted this, but realized
the importance of sexual practices, called the skillful path or the male
consort path (thabs lam), and he continued to practice with her for an-
other seven days, after which he gave her many teachings and charms
that helped her on the rest of her journey.45
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Yid Thogma continued her travels, made offerings of skulls filled
with beer to various beings, human and semidivine, and, depending
on one’s point of view, took them for her consorts or became their
consort. In any event, they gave her charms and medicines, which is
actually similar to the gift-exchange practices of courtesans that estab-
lish relationships of patronage and friendship.46 As we have seen in
the discussion of sexual yoga, apparently only one partner gains spir-
itual benefits, though the partners could take turns. Yig Thogma’s as-
sertiveness strongly suggests that she was the teacher of sexual yoga
and that her guru fee was her consorts’ medical knowledge. All gurus
command fees or gifts, especially tantric gurus, and relationships be-
tween gurus and disciples endure even after the guru’s death.

MILAREPA
Some examples of such tantric practices from Milarepa’s lineage, a
yogi known for his celibacy, show the complexity of the historical rec-
ord on this topic. Tsang Myon Heruka (gTsang sMyon Heruka, 1452–
1507), the author of a well-known Milarepa biography and compiler
of his songs, is known to have had a tantric consort,47 and he included
a song/story in which Milarepa practices sexual yoga (las kyi phyag
rgya; karma mudrÅ) with the goddesses of long life, Tseringma and her
four sisters. As it summarizes a great deal about this practice, I have
quoted it at length. The goddesses greet him as follows:

We five girls . . . represent the four known types of womanhood
Called Lotus, Conch, Mark and the Elephant.48

Pray practice Karma MudrÅ with us.
Will you grant our prayer?
Do you know well
The four techniques of Karma MudrÅ
Called falling, holding, turning back, and spreading—
If so, you may apply them now,
For your servants are prepared.

It is said in the Supreme Tantra,
(That the qualified yogi) should attract the maids of Heaven,
Of NÅgas, of Asuras, or of human kind.
It also says that of all services
The best is Karma MudrÅ.
Thus we come here this evening. . . .

Milarepa answers them:

It is true that of all offerings
A qualified MudrÅ [consort] is the best.
Most wondrous indeed are the four perfected MudrÅs. . . .
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When Wisdom and Skill together join
The Bliss of Two-in-One is offered best.

The Four Blisses and Four Moments are
The essence of the Four Bodies of Buddha.
Like the crawling of a tortoise
(Slowly Tig Le) should drip down.
Then hold it in the Central Channel,
And like a coursing beast,
Reverse it (to the head). . . .

This is a path of bliss—of emptiness, of no thoughts, and of two-
in-one,

A path of quick assistance by a goddess.
Following this inspiring way
You, fair ladies, will reach Liberation,
and, in the Realm of No-arising will remain.
Oh gifted fairies, you are indeed well qualified!

The Karma MudrÅ was then performed, during which the five
goddesses offered Milarepa their bodies, words, and minds—also
many foods and drinks to please him.49

Milarepa’s biographer Tsang Myon Heruka claimed to be in the lin-
eage of Milarepa that passed through his disciple Rechungpa,50 who
also had a tantric consort, the noblewoman Dembu. Milarepa disap-
proved of this practice and worked hard to get Rechungpa to give her
up. Rather than condemning such practices, though, he explained to
his disciples that they have to be done at the right time and under the
right conditions.51

MACHIG LAPDRON
A historically grounded example of a woman who was a tantric con-
sort and wandering yogin≠ is the great Tibetan teacher and codifier of
the chod (gCod) lineage, Machig Lapdron (Ma gcig la phyi sgron ma,
1055–1153),52 said to be an emanation of TÅrÅ and an incarnation of
Yeshe Tsogyel.53 Machig was an integral part of the eleventh-century
Tibetan renaissance of Buddhism and also founded a community of
disciples at Zangri, the Copper Mountain, on the right bank of the
Tsangpo River, about thirty kilometers downstream from Tsetang.54

Her chod practice is the only Tibetan lineage to have been taken up by
Indian as well as Tibetan Buddhists.55 Chod literally means to cut, and
refers to visualizing one’s body as being cut up and then offered to
demons, ghouls, and gods.56 This practice is said to facilitate the real-
ization that there is no enduring self and it has its roots in jÅtaka sto-
ries that tell of the Buddha offering his body to save other beings.57
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Practitioners are called chodpas and they live as wandering yogis who
frequent cemeteries. As part of their practice these fearless yogis re-
move dead bodies during epidemics.58 Illness in general, but especially
plague and epidemics, are believed to be caused by low spiritual be-
ings and demons who can be appeased by accomplished chodpas.

Machig’s birth into the family of a regional ruler was surrounded
by signs, wonders, and auspicious dreams, and even as a child she
showed many signs of spiritual accomplishment. She was a particu-
larly gifted reader of sacred texts, especially the PrajñÅpÅramitÅ sâtras.
Reading sacred texts aloud had great value in a preliterate society like
medieval Tibet and people acquired merit when they hired readers for
special celebrations.59 Machig’s chod practice is grounded in the Praj-
ñÅparamitÅ texts, and she was most influenced by the chapter on the
four mÅras (demons), which led to her profound realization that there
is no enduring self.60 Her mother taught her to read, and together
with her sister, a nun who was sixteen years older, all three studied
PrajñÅparamitÅ. Women remained important in Machig’s lineage both
as patrons and disciples, including her own daughter, and to this day
many nuns follow her practices.61 Her main male guru, Phadampa
Sangye, also had several other women disciples.62

According to one biography, Machig refused to marry,63 and some
sources say she became a nun. By the time she was twenty she
amazed one and all with her erudition and her spiritual accomplish-
ments, but her visionary experiences were directing her toward be-
coming a wandering yogin≠. In one such vision, TÅrÅ predicted by
name the arrival of Thodpa Bhadra, her future consort, adding that
“her teaching will become like the sun rising in the sky and you will
reach the level of no return.”64 In other words, she will become a bud-
dha. Later, through dreams and visions, ØÅkin≠s predicted there would
be good spiritual results for her and for others from her union with
Thodpa Bhadra.65 Some sources, however, say she broke her monastic
vows when she took him as her tantric consort, and all the sources
agree that they were subject to slander.66 I will return shortly to the in-
consistencies in her biographies.

Machig met Thodpa Bhadra and began to practice with him while
staying with a rich lay woman who had hired her to recite PrajñÅ-
paramitÅ texts. One night her benefactress noticed light pervading the
entire house and fearing a fire, went to find out what was causing it.
She saw “a five-colored light, similar to a rainbow, which pervaded
the entire house and within this, all ablaze, two lights like moons
were joined, one white, one red.”67 Machig defined their practice as
follows: “The yogi who has reached the level of utilizing emptiness on
the path (lam du ‘khyer) and who has mastered the yogic techniques of
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channels, winds and drops with the assistance of great joy, may im-
mensely increase his physical power. This is called the great seal of ac-
tion, karmamahÅmudra.”68

Machig and Thodpa Bhadra moved to Central Tibet where she
gave birth to a son the next year and later another son and a daughter.
This means that she and Thodpa Bhadra lived both as husband and
wife and as tantric consorts. Sixteen years later Machig left her family
and returned to her gurus for further instruction, and they advised
her to establish a community at Zangri in Central Tibet. She later
switched to visualization practices of sexual yoga after TÅrÅ appeared
to her in a vision. TÅrÅ told her instead to perform the secret practice
of holding the khaÊvÅÙga (a long staff topped by a trident; see Plate 11)
to join with the hidden consort, in her case, Heruka.69 The khaÊvÅÙga
symbolizes the tantric consort, which can indicate that the practi-
tioner visualizes union rather than practices sexual yoga, and it fre-
quently appears in tantric Buddhist iconography.70 About six years
later, before departing for India, Thodpa Bhadra brought their two
youngest children to her, a girl and a boy, then about fifteen and ten
years old. Machig became the guru of her children, both of whom be-
came proficient practitioners and continued her lineage.

Despite the power and enduring influence of the foregoing women,
the female tantric consort was and remains suspect. As with Machig,
both MandÅravÅ’s71 and Padmasambhava’s biographies72 report that
people were critical of him for having a female companion. This sug-
gests that there was an enduring tension between the Buddhist em-
phasis on monastic celibacy and the tantric emphasis on ritual
sexuality, real or envisioned. More prosaically, venereal disease seems
to have been a rather grim by-product of tantric sexual yoga. Machig
Zhanen (1062–1150), who has been confused with Machig Lapdron,
developed an incurable venereal disease from practicing with differ-
ent yogis.73 In fairly recent times, a prominent American tantric
teacher, Osel Tendzin, died of AIDS-related pneumonia after having
infected some disciples through sexual encounters.74

Tibetan biographical literature is dominated by monastics, and un-
like the biographies I have been quoting, monastic biographies do not
discuss tantric consorts. In part, this is because of the emphasis on cel-
ibacy, or perhaps, as suggested by a contemporary Western woman
who claims to have been a tantric consort,75 this is such a totally secret
practice that it is not even mentioned in the so-called secret biog-
raphies that emphasize the dreams, visions, and other spiritual expe-
riences and practices of the biographical subject.76 In American
Buddhism, though, this has become entangled in what has been
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called a conspiracy of silence about the inappropriate and damaging
sexual behavior of some gurus, which a few practitioners find similar
to the secrecy practiced by the families of alcoholics.77

The beginnings of the Tibetan Buddhist problem with the tantric
consort go back to the reforms of Ati±a78 and Tsongkhapa that empha-
sized monastic celibacy, respectively in the eleventh and fourteenth
centuries, as well as the enduring dominance of the Gelugpa (dGe
lugs pa) order, the order of the Dalai Lama and therefore well known
and highly regarded by Tibetans and westerners. Those in the Ny-
ingma (rNying ma pa) order who marry, and practitioners who
openly take consorts, continue to present problems for some Tibetans
and for many westerners whose financial support has a growing in-
fluence on the development of Tibetan Buddhism in exile.

By comparing three biographies of Machig from different time pe-
riods, Edou deduced that the status of female practitioners changed
over time, making Machig “more acceptable to the stronger patriar-
chal ideology” that later developed in Tibet.79 Campbell also believes
that the status of female consorts has declined to a very low position
in the present.80

As mentioned, some of the texts surveyed here are termas, texts
believed to have been discovered centuries after being hidden, and tra-
ditionally, the tertons, finders of these texts, have worked in conjunction
with a female consort. The recent breaking of this tradition in eastern
Tibet by a highly respected terton seems to be another step in the ongo-
ing direction of limiting the involvement of women. At the same time,
also in eastern Tibet, Charlene Makley has documented what Tibetan
women perceive as their subversive role when they maintain restric-
tions on women within monastic compounds that the Chinese flaunt.81

Elsewhere I have discussed the active role of Buddhist nuns in resisting
the Chinese occupation because they consider themselves less valuable
than monks; they believe that their imprisonment is not as much of a
loss to Buddhism as a monk’s would be.82 These fragmentary bits of in-
formation suggest that in Tibet today both lay and monastic women not
only accept but may actually be contributing to a further lowering of
their religious status. One has to ask, given the purposeful inclusion of
women and female imagery in Tantric Buddhism, exactly who is served
by this inclusion and who performs the services. I propose some an-
swers in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 10
THE TRAFFIC IN WOMEN

At the beginning of this book I suggested that some Buddhist practi-
tioners have remained in the Buddha’s harem, where they continue to
focus on his initial rejection of women. This rejection has served as a
convenient symbol for the limited roles available to women in Bud-
dhism, and the more or less strict separation of women from male
monastics. Equally, the Buddha’s reconciliation with women and the
feminine before he achieved enlightenment symbolizes the necessity of
including woman’s auspicious powers in order to achieve enlighten-
ment, an inclusion paralleled in the Buddha’s past life as Sumati
when he initially rejected and then accepted the woman who was to
be his wife in all future lives before making his vow to become a Bud-
dha. We have also seen the inclusion of women richly displayed in
sculptures and carvings at the earliest Buddhist archaeological sites
spread across South Asia, and centuries later rearticulated in tantric
texts and iconography. These are indications that male practitioners
must personally, either through visualization or practice with a
woman, experience the absence of duality in order to achieve enlight-
enment. Toward this end, actual women were sometimes involved or
utilized in tantric practice and female imagery permeates tantric art.

It is clear from tantric biographies and iconography, as well as the
tantras themselves, that aspects of women were purposely articulated
and incorporated into Buddhist practice. I have argued that this was
not a new idea, not a complete turnaround in Buddhist thinking, but
rather the development or elaboration of an important theme in early
Buddhism, female auspiciousness. In both periods, the incorporation
of female imagery did not translate into a new social reality for actual
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women, although, as we have seen, some of the first women converts
to Buddhism are said to have achieved enlightenment, and we have
met with strong-willed women who successfully opted for the vigor-
ous tantric path. Many modern women, especially Western converts,
see a great potential for women in Tantric Buddhism, and they are try-
ing to make that a reality, despite what appears to be the purposeful
acceptance of their secondary religious status by Tibetan women in
Chinese-occupied Tibet.1

In this chapter I am arguing that historically the tantric valorization
of women did not translate into a social reality for several reasons,
perhaps most significantly because tantra is an esoteric movement,
and not a path for the many. Few women, or even men, follow in the
footsteps of Milarepa or Machig Lapdron. And, as we have seen, the
institutionalization or routinization of Tantric Buddhism into huge,
predominantly male monastic establishments has led to embracing
symbolic representations of women and marginalizing, when not ac-
tually excluding, real women. More insidiously, in surveying tantric
literature and art it became increasingly clear that I was witnessing
the familiar scenario of the traffic in women.

Claude Lévi-Strauss observed the almost universal practice of the
exchange of women by men, primarily through marriage, in a study
that included India and Tibet, as well as China.2 In a groundbreaking
essay, Gayle Rubin applied Lévi-Strauss’s observations to the oppres-
sion of women by elaborating two of his ideas about this exchange.
The first is that women are gifts; senior men give women to other,
mostly junior, men as wives. The second is incest, which Lévi-Strauss
saw less as a prohibition against marrying one’s mother, sister, or
daughter than as an obligation to give these women away.3 The ex-
change of women is an important part of meeting any group’s or fam-
ily’s need to form alliances beyond their own group. Women are
exchanged in order to establish enduring kinship relationships and to
create affinities between families, communities, and even nations. For
instance, by giving away his daughter, a father gains a son-in-law and
establishes kinship ties and mutual obligations with the son-in-law’s
family. In India this part of the traditional marriage rite is specifically
referred to as a gift (Bengali: sampradÅn), meaning the gift of a virgin
girl (Hindi: kanyadan).4 In nomadic Tibet, the bride’s family is called
“the givers of the bride” (bag ma gtong mkhan).5 Through marriage the
groom is transformed into a son-in-law of the bride’s house and the
bride into the vessel or field of the groom’s family line.6 She moves
into his family’s house and assumes their social status.
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Irrespective of its rich variety of marital forms—monogamy,
polygamy, and polyandry—Tibetans and northern Indians, among
others, believe it is male blood that passes through the generations,
making women’s contribution secondary.7 As in China, Tibetan ances-
tors are included in the word for paternal fathers/grandfathers, yab
mes, and descendants by the word for sons/grandsons, bu tsha or sras
dbon.8 Through these male terms, language itself reveals families to be
primarily male institutions dedicated to the continuation of patrilin-
eal descent with women acting as conduits of male fertility. Women
are transacted to be the glue for relationships between families, theirs
and their husbands’, and between the generations within families.
Paul summarizes the foregoing as part of the patrilineal ideology that
pervades Tibetan culture:

Underlying this ideology is the theory, widely distributed in Asia,
that agnatic descent is passed through and expressed in the bone
(Tibetan rus), while uterine descent is passed through and mani-
fested in the flesh (Tibetan sha). Implicit in this formulation is the
idea that patrilineal inheritance, like bone, is enduring and solid,
while matrilineal relationship, like flesh, is ephemeral and obedi-
ent to the eternal round of growth and decay which characterizes
the natural world. The fact that the words for “bone” and “clan”
are the same obviously expresses the same notion.

Bone and flesh can be symbolized by the colors white and red
respectively, and may be conceived of as the solid form of sub-
stances which, in liquid form, would be semen and blood, specifi-
cally menstrual blood. It is thought that these latter two substances
are responsible for conception. Each is filled with countless “body-
less souls,” and when the two fluids mingle during intercourse, a
struggle ensues as to which bodyless soul will animate the new
child [a female or a male].

The symbolism of semen and blood, bone and flesh, and white
and red, is rife throughout the religious symbolism, almost always
representing the forces of male and female in sexual and/or magi-
cal creation.9

As we have seen, blood and semen are also the basic materials, actual
or symbolized, that lend power to tantric rituals.

Lévi-Strauss also made some pertinent observations about the uni-
versal sexual division of labor, which Rubin took further when she
said it is really “a taboo against the sameness of men and women, a
taboo dividing the sexes into two mutually exclusive categories, a
taboo which exacerbates the biological differences between the sexes
and thereby creates gender.”10 In tantric rituals we can recognize the



168 • Courtesans and Tantric Consorts

division of spiritual powers along sexual lines, wisdom (prajñÅ) to
women and skillful means (upÅya) to men, and its exacerbation of bio-
logical difference by its utilization of menstrual blood and semen.
Tantra further exacerbates biological difference by embracing cultural
views about women’s pollution in their rituals. Rubin makes the point
that “from the standpoint of nature, men and women are closer to
each other than either is to anything else—for instance, mountains,
kangaroos. . . . Far from being an expression of natural differences, ex-
clusive gender identity is the suppression of natural similarities. It re-
quires repression: in men of . . . the feminine; in women of the . . .
masculine.”11 In its utilization of prevailing gender ideologies tantra
locates a necessary component of enlightenment in the opposite sex,
and as we have seen in the discussion of tantric consorts, this is as
male driven and male defined a practice as is South Asian family life.

The exchange of women and the sexual division of labor are also
involved in maintaining a compulsory heterosexuality,12 and tantra is
all about heterosexuality because tantra is specifically about the bio-
logical difference of gender. When tantra emphasizes that the human
body is the means to enlightenment it is specifically referring to the
karmic body, which is the gendered body,13 and its practices require
heterosexual activity.

Sexual difference and the low status of women are universals that
tantra extols. Like the proverbial finger pointing at the moon, tantric
practices and practitioners often focus on the finger rather than the
goal, the realization that all forms are essentially empty and the cessa-
tion of dualistic thinking, including the notion of gender.

Tantra is a practice in which men sexually utilize women for their
own spiritual benefit. It is not a straightforward economic exchange,
as it can be when a practitioner purchases the services of a prostitute;
more often it is a distinctly unbalanced exchange of sexual, religious,
and social power. The male practitioner requires a female, any female,
to complete his spiritual training or to speed it up. He takes her bod-
ily fluids and the powers attributed to them into himself, for his own
benefit, not hers. Now, whether or not this is possible, and if so no
matter how small the number of men that can do this,14 the concept
pervades tantric literature. Most important, the emphasis on using the
penis to extract women’s sexual fluids makes men the primary sub-
jects and presents women as objects for their utilization. We see this in
the vast majority of texts that are directed toward men, not women, in
the huge predominance of male biographies compared to the scarcity
of female biographies, and in the vast number of yab/yum artworks
that focus on a male central figure, making the female unnaturally
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small in proportion to him and placing her back to the viewer (Plates
6 and 7).

Women’s status as a commodity is further highlighted when they
are shared, as in the example of Tilopa sharing NÅropa’s tantric con-
sort,15 the instructions of PrajñÅ±r≠’s Abhi„ekavidhi,16 the Candama-
harosanatantra,17 and mKhas grub rje,18 that the disciple take the
guru’s tantric consort, or when they are prostitutes. The widespread
Tibetan practice of polyandry, in which several men, usually brothers,
share one woman as their wife, is a socially accepted example of this.19

The preferred female tantric consort is a young and marginal
woman without social power. When they were not, either by virtue of
being royal women (Yeshe Tsogyel and MandÅravÅ) or when they had
the support of their family (Machig Labdron), they became important
teachers—it is their male tantric consorts who are insignificant. These
exceptional women are the exceptions that prove the rule: tantra is
not and was never about gender equality.

NANGSA’S STORY
The story of another Tibetan woman, Nangsa (sNang sa, said to have
lived in the eleventh century),20 contains many of the foregoing ele-
ments and others from earlier chapters. Several biographies have
been written about Nangsa, including very popular folk dramas.21

Quite often the biographies of Tibetan women say they were pun-
ished or severely beaten to deter them from rejecting marriage and
pursuing a religious life—most notably in the case of Yeshe Tsogyel—
and this was also part of Nangsa’s story. I used to think these scenes
were a dramatic device to display the women’s determination, but re-
cent research on Buddhist nuns in Zangskar, a Tibetan-speaking re-
gion of northwest India, brought out the reality of these stories when
several nuns reported that they had been brutally beaten to prevent
them from becoming nuns.22 That Nangsa’s story speaks deeply to Ti-
betan women, both lay and monastic, about their limited choices in
life was demonstrated when an all-female cast put on a performance
of a traditional play about Nangsa. Kim Gutschow recorded that the
actresses

appeared to take up the play as an allegory for the difficult choice
between the religious and the married life. At rehearsal parties
which lasted far into the night, the young actresses confided their
own deepest fears of marriage and dashed dreams for the celibate
life. Palkyid admitted that as an oldest daughter, she was destined
to marry; thereby destined for joy in this life but suffering in the
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next. Kesang said she had wanted to join the nunnery rather than
be sent off as a slave to an unknown husband, but had cared for
her sick and aging parents instead of studying religion (chos). Lob-
sang recounted that when she divorced her husband after just a
week of marriage, she had tried to become a nun but had been un-
able to master the archaic scriptures. While other actresses had not
sought out the celibate life, most identified with the play, a Tibetan
Bildungsroman of a woman who seeks to renounce worldly life in
spite of nearly insurmountable obstacles.23

Whether they are specifically resisting marriage24 or stating a pref-
erence for a life devoted to religion, these women are asserting their
subjectivity, they are voicing a definition of self that precludes being a
commodity. This has been a constant theme in the all too few biogra-
phies of women in Buddhism. Certainly, it is significant that even
Buddhist biographies of men never portray the happy exchange of a
woman from her natal family to her husband, not even with minor
characters. The refusal of men to marry in these texts, for example Mi-
larepa, is less dramatic because no one tries to force him. Biographies
that contain scenes of women resisting marriage do more than simply
show women being treated badly; they raise questions about the
meaning of gender and subjectivity by depicting women’s resistance
to being commodities and by framing them in an act of self-definition,
one that defines the spiritual self as the doer, not the done-to. The bi-
ographies represent that in order to pursue the religious path, women
must be self-actualizing agents. Unlike male saints, usually women
are initially unsuccessful and are forced to marry and to delay their
spiritual hopes, which only serves to underscore that married women
cannot pursue the spiritual life.

Through beatings, their female bodies are ruthlessly shown to be at
the disposal of others, and beatings are the price they pay for so radi-
cally repositioning their identity. And as we shall see shortly, when
they finally escape the patriarchal exchange system of family life, this
does not necessarily mean that they have escaped the patriarchal ex-
change system of religious life.25 For while the biographies truthfully
represent women’s condition as a commodity, and subtly subvert the
exchange of women through their sympathetic heroines, they also re-
produce it by tacitly admitting that this is the nature of the social
world. In effect, the biographies encourage the men in their audience
to reflect on what it means to be a gendered being, specifically what it
means to be a woman, not in order to change or improve women’s sit-
uation, but to recognize and act on their male advantage for spiritual
progress. Using women as commodities of exchange between men
both in literature and in real life goes hand in hand with female pollu-
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tion to delimit a social and psychological space of purity and freedom
that is exclusively male. As will be seen in the next chapter, which dis-
cusses female pollution, it is a space that requires constant surveil-
lance and maintenance. The biographies are part of that maintenance.

In actual life, Tibetans put a high value on getting along with oth-
ers and in sacrificing personal desires and goals for the good of their
families. As mentioned in chapter 3, Tibetans experience an extended
sense of self that includes relationships with various spirit beings,
past and future lives, and family members. For Tibetans, as for many
traditional people, that which benefits the family benefits its individ-
ual members. Yet it appears that Tibetan men can be almost as reluc-
tant as Tibetan women to marry, but for different reasons. The men
shirk from the heavy responsibility of supporting a family, even
though wives are an important part of the domestic economy. Sherry
Ortner found that both men and women are anxious about being
stuck in an unhappy relationship, but women have additional fears
about having to move into a new community, living among a family
of strangers, and having an unpleasant husband.26 Because of their
perceived higher status, men have the advantage over their wives
when it comes to behaving badly.

Returning to the biographies, Nangsa’s story has all the elements of a
traditional biography, such as beginning with the auspicious signs and
dreams that surrounded her conception and birth. By the time she was
fifteen she had many suitors, but preferred to practice religion. Unfortu-
nately for her, a local king decided he wanted her to marry his son. The
father’s passionate desire for her and the fact that he is easily confused
with his son because they shared the same title, Lord Drachenpa, sug-
gests that it was to be a polyandrous marriage, with the father and son
sharing Nangsa.27 The text says it is the father who first sees Nangsa
and cannot take his eyes off her,28 but in a speech he uses his son’s per-
sonal name and says he is eighteen years old.29 Later the text says, “In
consequence of the marvelous fruits of her body, Lords Drachenpa both
father and son did not dare to be separated as much as an hour from
Nangsa, yearning (for her) from every viewpoint.”30 Though she op-
posed any marriage, not just this one, Nangsa was forced to comply.
Her parents told her that if she did not marry the king he would kill
them and that would not lead to her enlightenment.31 Further, the text
continually says that it must be her karma to marry the prince.

The prince loved her deeply and after seven years Nangsa gave
birth to a son, but the king’s sister, Nyemo, who acts like the world’s
worst mother-in-law in this tale, was jealous and made trouble be-
tween the couple. At several points Nangsa expressed a full under-
standing of her situation, that she was prevented from practicing
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religion out of love for her son and because the demands of her hus-
band’s family obstructed her time and energy. In traditional South
Asian patrilineal families the wife is often under the control of almost
everyone in her husband’s family and must please them all at all
times. Matters came to a head when Nangsa gave alms to some yogis.
Nyemo flew into a rage, beat Nangsa, and pulled out some of her hair.
Since Nangsa’s husband loved her so much, Nyemo decided to pro-
tect herself by telling him that Nangsa had beat her and yanked out
her hair, and that Nangsa had slept with the yogis. Nangsa is con-
strained from defending herself because to say Nyemo lied would
spread dissent in the family, something to be avoided at all costs. So,
she remained silent. Her husband then jerked her around by her hair,
kicked her, and beat her with the blunt side of his sword. The servants
pleaded for her and eventually managed to separate them.

The next day her father-in-law, who had heard all about the yogis,
caught her giving alms to a beggar. He in turn beat her and took away
her son. Nangsa died that night from a combination of severe physical
injuries and a broken heart at losing her son.

So far the story dramatizes the helplessness and marginal position
of a wife in her husband’s family. She is at everyone’s mercy, or in this
case, their lack of it. Even her son is not her own, but is under the con-
trol of her husband’s family. Her beatings ring true when compared to
those described by Gutschow’s informants,32 and are similar to the
beatings Yeshe Tsogyel received because she refused to marry.

After Nangsa’s funeral her husband’s family asked for a divination
and they were told to leave her body alone for seven days because she
would come back to life. For Nangsa will become a delog (‘das log)—
yogis, most often women, who have shamanic death experiences,
journey to hell, and return to report on how sins are punished there.33

This death experience will eventually free her from worldly life,
though not necessarily from patriarchy. When Nangsa’s corpse woke
up, her husband’s family all pleaded with her to return with them,
but she adamantly refused, even in the face of long, moving speeches
by her small son. For all that, when Nyemo vowed never to be wicked
again, Nangsa relented and returned with them.

Once home Nangsa was unhappy, and only wanted to practice reli-
gion, and she also wanted to visit her parents, whom she had not seen
in the seven years of her marriage. With her husband’s permission,
she set off to their house with her son and a maid.

Once at her parents’ house Nangsa took up her weaving, but also
sang songs to the women who visited her, calling upon them to prac-
tice religion. Her singing and her longing to practice religion angered
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her mother so much that she threw Nangsa out of the house. Nangsa
then went to the well-known guru ÷akya Gyaltsan. He put her
through several tests, refusing to take her as a disciple until she
threatened to kill herself.

Now her productivity and fertility are completely outside the patri-
lineal family, neither her parents nor her husband’s royal family have
access to them, so the king sent an army after her. The king and his
son captured and berated her guru, saying:

You are an old dog that has seduced our snow lion.
Why did you attack our snow lion?
You are a horrid cock,
Why did you try to rape this pheasant?
Why did you pull out her feathers and wings?
You are an old donkey,
Why did you rape our beautiful wild horse?
Why did you cut off her mane?
You nasty old bull why did you have sex with our beautiful

young yak and shave off her mane?
You dirty old cat.
Why did you rape our pure tigress and cut off her fur?
You, the obscene Sakya Gyaltsan, have acted insolently.
You have made love to our Queen Nangsa.34

The alternation of sexual accusations with those of shaving Nangsa’s
hair indicate that Nangsa took vows and also practiced sexual yoga
with her guru, especially since later, when everyone repented and
apologized, they refer to them as the yab/yum, the tantric couple. More
specifically, they are understood to be emanations of Cakrasamvara
(Tib: ‘Khor lo sdom pa bde mchog) and VajaravarÅh≠ (Tib: rDo rje
phag mo), a widely known divine yab/yum pair.

The story ends with a performance of Nangsa’s miraculous pow-
ers, her son is made king, and her husband, his father, and Nyemo are
shown to be so repentant of their past injuries to her that they all de-
cide to stay with Nangsa and her guru.

While the patrilineal family is assured through her son, the physi-
cal move of her husband and his family to her retreat area only rede-
fined the patrilocal pattern, it did not abrogate it. Through marriage
she passed from her natal family to her husband’s family. As a tantric
yogi her product is now spiritual advancement and they are there to
get it. They continue to be important to her life in ways her natal fam-
ily did not. Of course, for Tibetan women it must indicate Nangsa is
free of the burdens of domestic life and the controls of the patriarchal
family—a dream achieved. ÷akya Gyaltsan is, however, another form
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of patriarchy, that of the male-only lineages discussed in chapter 4,
and that of the male tantrika’s sexual use of a consort discussed in
chapters 8 and 9.

We saw that Yeshe Tsogyel was also a frequent object of exchange
among men. Her refusal to be married, to be trafficked by her father,
was punished by beatings and led to her marriage to King Trisong
Detsen. He, in turn, gave her to Padmasambhava in exchange for
tantric teachings. Being gang raped makes a final important point
about the traffic in women: if you are a woman alone you are per-
ceived as belonging to no one man and are therefore available for use
by any man. To this day in South Asia a woman traveling alone is
often taken to be sexually available, and as a rule women do not
travel without a companion. The biographies tell us that on the one
hand, if women refused to marry they were beaten, and on the other
hand, if they tried to go it alone they were subject to the physical and
psychic violence of rape.

Some tantric women, such as MandÅravÅ, Machig Lapdron, Yid
Thogma, and Nangsa, break out of the male exchange system by ex-
changing themselves for teachings. This does not seem to be a com-
pletely satisfying solution, especially since male disciples do not
exchange sex for teachings. And the few examples we have seen of
gurus and male disciples sharing the same female consort or utilizing
prostitutes reify rather than subvert the traffic in women.

Stories of women rejecting marriage in order to pursue the spiritual
path parallel Manimekhalaï’s rejection of prostitution for the same
reason. It is difficult to see being a courtesan as a personal choice,
given that they usually inherited the occupation from their mothers.
Also, let us not forget the courtesan’s close cousins, the concubines
and harem women in the Buddha’s biography. The Buddha’s father
directs them to seduce the Buddha in exactly the same manner that
the god Indra directed the celestial courtesans (apsaras) to seduce celi-
bate sages who challenged his power. The women are never con-
sulted; they are commanded. They are trafficked. The same is true of
the god MÅra’s daughters, whom he instructed to seduce the Buddha.
There are both human and divine models for the traffic in women, as
well as secular and sacred models in the form of female tantric con-
sorts and Hindu temple courtesans (devadas≠s).

Then there is the symbolic traffic in women, such as the utilization
of female imagery for its auspicious powers in Buddhist art, while ac-
tual women are marginalized. Existing, as they do, alongside the
many negative textual images of women, this cooptation of female
auspiciousness is revealed not to be an inclusion of women as much
as an abduction. In tantra it is not women who are wanted, but their
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bodily products. In the secular world men exchange women’s fertility
for social advancement. In the sacred world men exchange women’s
fertility for spiritual advancement. In all cases, symbolic and actual
women are never valued in and of themselves, but rather for what
they can confer on men.

Returning to the discussion of contemporary nuns in Zangskar and
their reactions to Nangsa’s story, Gutschow makes the point that
nuns, too, enter a new form of exchange controlled by men, albeit in
their case a nonsexual exchange. As we know, making offerings to
monastics confers merit. Even though traditionally nuns have been
seen as “lesser fields of merit than monks,” giving to a nun does ac-
crue some merit. Once a woman has the permission of her family, she
needs to be approved by monks before she can become a nun, before
she can confer merit. In other words, a man, although a monk, now
controls a woman’s, a nun’s, exchange value of merit for offerings. On
another level, among Zangskar monastics monks also profit from the
physical labor of nuns, who despite Vinaya rules to the contrary, per-
form wifely domestic tasks for the monks.35 This is often the case in
other parts of the Buddhist world wherever nuns and monks have fre-
quent contact. At the same time, nuns do not receive the full support
of their families as monks do; nuns are required to work on the farms
of their families in exchange for their support.36 Further, in the vast
majority of cases, the most advanced training is only given to
monks—not that nuns really have the time to pursue such studies.
(This situation appears to be changing for nuns in exile, in large part
due to the influence and financial support of westerners.) As if this is
not enough, despite their shaven heads and monastic robes, nuns are
not freed from unwanted sexual advances. And when there are sexual
lapses, nuns seem to take them more seriously than monks.37 The sad-
dest example of this has to be Tibetan nuns who returned to lay life
because they were raped in Chinese prisons.

A final form of the nonsexual exchange of women connected to
monasticism has been documented in the D’ing-ri sections of Tibet
and Nepal. These Tibetan Buddhists tend to follow the rule of having
just one daughter-in-law per household, regardless of the number of
sons, which can be accomplished through polyandry, in order to keep
the land and the household together. One consequence of this is to re-
duce the available female labor in a household. Parents get around
this by not marrying one of their daughters into another household,
and instead, they keep her at home. Since this is frowned upon, such
families tell their neighbors the girls eventually want to become nuns.
At around age thirty-five she is sent to a nunnery, which gives her
most productive years to her natal family.38
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In either case, monasticism does not override gender roles, it incorpo-
rates them, as do tantric sexual practices, whether visionary or actual.
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CHAPTER 11
WOMEN, MEN, AND IMPURITY

FEMALE SEXUALITY AND POLLUTION
To be in a state of impurity means that one has been exposed to pollu-
tion or has been involved in sexual activity. Culturally and religiously,
South Asian women are represented as excelling at both, which al-
lows men to claim purity for themselves. The very nature of this dis-
course endows men with purity in that it focuses on women, not men,
or if men are the subject it is as victims of women’s sexuality or pollu-
tion. In contrast to the exploration of women’s auspiciousness in pre-
vious chapters, what follows are these two very different but equally
important themes in the lives of South Asian women. As we shall see,
fantasies about women’s voracious sexual appetites and perceptions
of female pollution are the reverse side of the female coin.

Asian ideas about pollution involve many features of everyday life,
such as death and contact with other castes.1 My interest here is on fe-
male pollution, which in many cultures focus on menstruation and
childbirth.2 Having arisen in South Asia, Buddhism accepted the
widely held belief that a menstruating woman, through the most ca-
sual physical contact, can pollute men, especially monks or high-caste
males, as well as temples or other sacred places. According to the law
book of Manu:

Even if he is out of his mind (with desire) he should not have sex
with a woman who is menstruating; he should not even lie down
in the same bed with her. A man who has sex with a woman awash
in menstrual blood loses his wisdom, brilliant energy, strength,
eyesight, and long life. By shunning her when she is awash in
menstrual blood, he increases his wisdom, brilliant energy, strength,
eyesight, and long life.3
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It was also believed that giving birth is polluting to the mother, the
child, and the household in general. The consequences of contact with
a woman in a state of pollution are believed to render a man incapable
of communicating with the sacred and may even lead to illness.4

The power of these ideas finds further expression in black magic,
which prizes the commanding power of menstrual blood, even the
ashes of towels used by women to absorb menstrual blood, and which
finds the menstrual blood of widows and prostitutes to be par-
ticularly efficacious.5 And, of course, it is used in tantric rituals for ini-
tiations and for commanding deities. Tibetan love magic is most
expressive of its power:

the easiest way in which a woman may gain the love of a man she
desires is to burn one of her used monthly towels and to mix some
of the ashes surreptitiously with the man’s food or drink. Instead
of the ashes she may also use a drop of menstruation blood. Or the
woman may try to smear a little of her menstruation blood on the
man’s head. The resulting pollution (grib) will cause the man to
loose his will-power so that he will readily comply with the wishes
of the woman who charmed him.6

Such ideas are found all over the world, and they express belief in the
power of women, accidentally or on purpose, to control men, a power
that is turned against them to justify men’s actual control of women.

In her study of purity and pollution, Mary Douglas has shown that
these are fundamentally conceptions of order and disorder; that
which causes pollution is matter out of place. Thus, a menstruating
woman is out of place within the sacred and contact with her can ren-
der men equally out of place.7 While unpolluted women, like men,
can be polluted by contact with menstruating women, men have to go
through more elaborate procedures than women to regain their pure
state, because it is a purer state than that of women. In order to re-
cover from contact with a menstruating woman men need to bathe
while reciting mantras, put on fresh clothes, and ingest certain pure
foods. Women need only change their clothes and sprinkle water on
their heads.8 Women have less purity to recover and therefore do not
need to do as much as men.

In India the belief in women’s pollution goes back at least to the
Vedic period and the myth that the god Indra, in order to purify him-
self from the pollution of murder, transferred one-third of his pollu-
tion to women and thus caused them to menstruate. This myth of the
origin of menstruation equates it with the sin of murder and defines it
as polluting. Interestingly, Indra transferred the other two-thirds to
the earth and trees; the earth being an important female deity, and
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trees, as we have seen, having a profound connection with female fe-
cundity.9 This is an important reminder that in ancient India women
were, and can still be, perceived in two contradictory ways, as sexu-
ally threatening and polluted as well as being the bearers of manifold
blessings through their auspicious powers as fertile women. This con-
tradiction is expressed in another Indian myth that negatively con-
nects women and trees. It explains that women began to menstruate
because of their sexual passion. Prior to this time, wish-fulfilling trees
existed, but they died off after women started menstruating.10 It is
easy to see the wish-fulfilling trees as yak„≠ tree spirits bestowing
blessings in the premenstrual period of the myth and belief in the de-
structive force of women’s pollution and sexuality in the postmen-
strual period.

The Buddhists also have a negative myth about the origins of sexu-
ality. After the earth was formed, heavenly beings whose merit had
run out were reborn there and began to eat pieces of it. Due to these
primal meals they developed orifices to discard their waste, and
hence sexual characteristics, along with desire and greed.11 This text
connects sexuality with entrapment in the world, and it presupposes
a primordial sexless state, one that the sex-change stories in the next
chapter will show means the absence of femaleness and the presence
of maleness.

A Tibetan creation story says that human beings came from the union
of a monkey and a rock demoness (brag srin no).12 The monkey was actu-
ally an emanation of the celestial bodhisattva Avalokite±vara, and srin-
mos are particularly fierce demons that continue to function in Tibetan
Buddhism.13 It is a female srinmo who delays the spread of Buddhism
into Tibet until she is violently subdued.14 Based on this legend Tibetans
divide themselves into those who are influenced by their male monkey
ancestor and are reliable, intelligent, and compassionate, and those in-
fluenced by their demonic female ancestor who loved killing, and are
jealous and very passionate. In other words, they are more sexual,15 and
sexuality is perceived to be female and demonic. The excessiveness of
the sexuality attributed to the female is dramatized by its implied com-
parison to the male monkey, since throughout South Asia it is monkeys
that are perceived as highly sexual, which will be shown shortly.

Popular Indian ideas about sexuality say that women are sexually
eleven times stronger than men, a belief, in part, connected to the no-
tion that the loss of semen debilitates men because one hundred drops
of blood are the equivalent of one drop of semen.16 A great deal of ink
has been spilled about Indian men’s sexual anxieties and actual impo-
tence, particularly in relation to their wives, who are described as sex-
ually voracious.17 A typical story is that of the bride who, during their
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wedding journey to the groom’s home, left her unresponsive husband
for a well-endowed monkey.18 In reality, men fear female sexuality be-
cause of its unboundedness, not because of possible pollution through
the female body. As in the story of the bride and the monkey, women
are believed to be so unbridled in their lust that they will leave civi-
lization behind, ignore caste restrictions, and even resort to monkeys.
In contrast, female pollution can be contained by isolating women,
and it is also cyclical and thus predictable, unlike women’s sexual
urges, which can erupt at any time. In the story of the bride and the
monkey sight is an important element. The bride is aroused by seeing
the monkey’s erect penis and thus approaches him. Later in the story,
the husband goes looking for his bride and sees her not only having
sex with the monkey, but he sees her in the dominant position with
the monkey lying supine beneath her. As discussed above, this is an
unacceptable sexual position and in this story depicts the sexual ag-
gressiveness of the woman.

Other stories that reveal deep-seated male fears about the sexual
powers of women as well as male fears about loosing masculinity are
the many folktales based on the motif of the vagina dentata in which
women seduce men in order to cut off their penises, thereby render-
ing men into women.19 These stories describe men who fear their own
sexual desires, and who demonize its object, women. At the same
time, the women in these stories are inevitably tamed by the loss of
their vaginal teeth. In other words, they become sexually powerless
and are thus deemed safe for heterosexual intercourse.

Returning to female pollution, Buddhism not only accepted this
idea, it helped promulgate it. One need only recall that the Buddha’s
biography strikingly proclaims the pollution of women when it ex-
plained that while in his mother’s womb he was protected from such
pollution by being enclosed in a jeweled box (ratnavyâha . . . parib-
hoga,20 Plate 2). And, despite the positive female connotations carried
by images of Queen MÅyÅ giving birth, some texts gloss the miracu-
lous birth from her side as a means of avoiding contamination through
the birth canal.21 As already mentioned, the Tibetan saint Tsongkhapa
is similarly described as being encased in a box within his mother’s
womb to avoid pollution,22 while Padmasambhava completely avoided
the contamination of a womb by being born from a lotus, and the Ti-
betan epic hero Gesar emerged from his mother’s head contained in
an egg.23 Oddly enough, protection from female pollution through
birth was extended to a highly revered woman like Yeshe Tsogyel,
whose biography begins by saying she was “born without being
smeared [polluted] by the womb.”24
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Bernard Faure summarizes these and similar ideas as follows:

Death is not the only event that reveals the horrible reality of the
female body; another such “moment of truth” is menstruation. Be-
cause its outflow threatens the self-enclosure of the body, menstru-
ation became a convenient emblem of defilement, and its cyclical
nature served as a reminder of change and decline. Corporeality
renders women particularly vulnerable: they can be—and are
often—penetrated, and cannot help overflowing their bodily lim-
its, spilling an impure blood. Their body is therefore open, pas-
sive, and expansive. Thus, despite the Buddhist advocacy of
nonduality, it seems practically impossible for them to transcend
sexual difference.25

Some of the clearest articulations of Buddhist gender ideologies
occur in discussions about the advantages of being born male rather
than female, advantages that are described in terms of worldly and
spiritual benefits. In large part, the Buddhist discourse on gender,
whether from the elite perspective of the biographies or the blunter
ideas expressed in folk beliefs, was fundamentally flawed because it
did not distinguish between sexual characteristics (biology) and gen-
der (social roles), but rather conflated them. In the same way that bio-
logical sexual characteristics identified the male or female gender, it
identified female and male social roles; biology was destiny, and as
we shall see, a product of one’s karma. At root, the Buddhist dis-
course on gender was based on observations of prevailing gender in-
equality, which were then interpreted in terms that not only left the
status quo intact, but actually served both to support it and to blame
women for it. For instance, in Tibet women, not men, performed work
that is perceived as polluting, such as cleaning out latrines and han-
dling fertilizer, work that increased their perceived state of pollu-
tion.26 Miraculous stories of sex transformation, as in the Vimalak≠rti
and Lotus Sâtras, which will be discussed in chapter 12, seemingly
subvert the whole notion of gender. However, the existence of ritual
means to protect male babies from being transformed into female ba-
bies (such as putting a gold ring on the baby’s penis),27 the preference
for male children shown by rituals surrounding their birth and early
childhood,28 and practices meant to assure the transformation of fe-
males into males in the next life,29 confirm a deep commitment to gen-
der ideology.30 Indeed, some Buddhist heavens are said to be so pure
that no women are allowed in them.31

The spiritual disadvantages of being born female are inculcated
into both women and men in such obvious ways as the wide spread
Tibetan practice of announcing the birth of a son by placing a white
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stone outside the house and the birth of a daughter with a black stone;
white being auspicious and black unfavorable.32 Other ways include
listing one of the eight good qualities of a woman as “always having
male children,”33 while commonly used words for women are bu med,
not a boy, and skye dman, low born.34 Additionally, women are denied
access to certain spiritually charged sites, from particular sections of
monasteries, and so on.35 Toni Huber has discussed the double-sided
nature of denying women access to the highest sections of Crystal
Mountain in Tibet, yet allowing, indeed encouraging, them to per-
form a ritual during this pilgrimage that will assure their rebirth as
males. Huber quotes an informant who explained that women are de-
nied access because they are polluting and they are lower than men
(skye dman, low born). When they reach the point beyond which only
males can go, the women “walk just seven steps down to the other
side. On these seven steps they pray that in their next life they will be
reborn as a man so they can complete the pilgrimage.”36 This future
event is assured by the power of the place, a power that women can
weaken by offending the presiding deities through pollution. This tes-
tament of women’s negative power is subsumed within a paternalistic
discourse that explains the restrictions as being protection for women
who would become ill or die if they transgressed them,37 and that de-
fines the feminine character “as disrespectful, irreverent and arrogant,
impetuous, and envious . . . [while male character is presented as]
reverent, considerate, and cautious.”38 Significantly, at several moun-
tain sites the exclusion of women is connected with “intense celebra-
tions of masculinity and the symbols of male power, usually including
public displays of male prowess in handling weapons and horses and
in oratory.”39 When some Tibetan nuns and other women attempted
to defy the ban on women in parts of Crystal Mountain, physical vio-
lence was used against them “to enforce ritual exclusion.”40 What we
can see in all this is that at the same time they are asserting restric-
tions on women and celebrating their own maleness, men are express-
ing a degree of anxiety about the stability of masculinity. I will return
to this point shortly.

In addition to not distinguishing between biology and social roles,
in supporting biology as destiny, Buddhist thinkers extended their ide-
ology of gender into the psychological realm. The Chinese Sâtra on
Changing the Female Sex makes this explicit in its conflation of women’s
negative mental characteristics with their physical pollution:

The female’s defects—greed, hate, and delusion and other defile-
ments—are greater than the male’s. . . . You (women) should have
such an intention. . . . “Because I wish to be freed from the impuri-
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ties of the woman’s body, I will acquire the beautiful and fresh
body of a man.”41

This sâtra also brings us back to the important point that women are
required to internalize these negative representations of the female
state by praying to be reborn as men.42

Tibetan folk beliefs are typical in creating lists of negative female
characteristics, such as the eight mental deficiencies of women: “per-
sistent suffering from delusions; fickle-mindedness; unreliability;
dullness, hypocrisy; attachment to sensual objects; possess low intelli-
gence; and lacks confidence.”43 Similar lists appear in the biographies
of the Buddha.44 The fact that the Tibetans do not have equivalent lists
of male characteristics suggests not only that men do not possess
mental deficiencies, but further, that men can be characterized by the
antonyms of women’s deficiencies—they are reliable and possess high
intelligence just by virtue of having not been born female. Such ideas
about gender pervade most cultures, and they are rarely questioned.
For example, the biographers of even the most highly revered Tibetan
women have them unquestionably voice these views.45 Additionally,
Tibetan Buddhist women are believed to accumulate more sins than
men because as mothers they acquire the sins of their young chil-
dren—something fathers somehow avoid—as well as their own.46

THE INSTABILITY OF MASCULINITY
Shifting the focus to men for a moment, Buddhist masculinity also en-
compasses a complex space, much of which clusters around two re-
lated but contending poles. Most obviously, Buddhist masculinity is
hegemonic—central Buddhist concepts privilege men with particular
forms of power. This can be observed in hierarchies of religious and
secular power. At this end of the pole masculinity is stable. The other
pole is less obvious, encapsulating as it does male fears that masculin-
ity is fluid, that it can be diminished, even worse, that a man can be
transformed into a woman. In two Buddhist stories from Japan,
monks are changed into women, one by a dream and the other when
his genitals fall off. Subsequently, both monks marry men and give
birth to children.47 Seen in this light, denying women access to sacred
places and positions of spiritual power goes beyond fears of female
pollution or avoiding sexually distracting and possibly voracious
women. If women can weaken men’s power, spiritual or otherwise,
by seducing them and/or by polluting them, then they can also
weaken their masculinity, causing them to drift toward femininity.48
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This view is enhanced by stories based on the motif of the vagina den-
tata that bespeak male fears of literal castration by women. Male re-
strictions on women are about the fear of losing masculinity, of being
infected by femaleness—either through female sexual aggression or
pollution.

In what follows, it will be useful to remember that particular ver-
sions of masculinity emerge in tandem with particular perceptions of
equality and inequality. Basing male power on the subjugation of
women is predicated on the male belief that women have the power
to undermine it, and indeed to undermine masculinity. This estab-
lishes a highly anxious social system that requires constant surveil-
lance. Depictions of women as sly and underhanded only intensify
the need for male vigilance and weaken confidence in their masculin-
ity. For example, cultures that locate male honor among a man’s fe-
male relatives require men to maintain constant surveillance and/or
restriction over their female relatives and to inflict instant punishment
for any transgressions. This system places a man’s honor outside of
himself, makes it public, somewhat mobile, and thoroughly unpre-
dictable. Male honor is inevitably exaggerated when it is so overex-
tended that it is difficult to control and very vulnerable to attack.49
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CHAPTER 12
SEX CHANGE

A primary Buddhist belief is that sexual characteristics are fluid; geni-
tals can change in the next lifetime or even in this one.1 That the belief
in sex change was enduring and widespread is shown by the surpris-
ing number of sex-change stories that exist and by their incorporation
not only into prominent Buddhist texts, but their presence within dis-
cussions of central Buddhist concepts such as karma, emptiness, and
illusion. The Buddhist creation myth that describes sexual characteris-
tics as a decline from a primordial nonsexual state lends support to
the belief that sexual characteristics, being secondary, can drift.

Most of the stories that follow are more expressive of male fears
about losing masculinity than of female hopes of gaining it. In re-
searching Afghan stories about women changing into or disguising
themselves as men, Margaret Mills found that they are usually told by
men, not women.2 In other words, even though the stories feature
women, they reveal male concerns. This is equally true of the stories
that follow, which were told by men and preserved in texts controlled
by men. These stories represent male views, anxieties, and fantasies.
Although a few stories subvert the wholesale negation of women and
challenge the basic notion of gender, overall they privilege maleness.
Most tellingly, the vast majority of stories are about women becoming
men. An important genre of stories that for the most part indicate gen-
der is fixed, that an individual’s sexual characteristics remain constant
from life to life, are those of the Buddha’s past lives. Yet they, too, priv-
ilege maleness. As will be shown, gender is understood to be a reward
or a punishment, and many texts argue that achieving an advanced
stage of awareness precludes one from being reborn as a female.
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FEMALE TO MALE STORIES
Two sex-change stories take place around the Buddha’s visit to
TrÅyastrim±a heaven where he went to preach to his mother and his
descent back to earth at SÅmkÅ±ya. Sculptures of his descent from this
heaven often show a single bowed figure at the base (Figure 2.12) that
could be either a monk or a nun, given the similar robes and shorn
heads of all Buddhist monastics and the worn condition of these
sculptures. As alluded to briefly in chapter 2, the ambiguous gender
of this lone figure lent itself to various stories about who exactly was
the first person to greet the Buddha upon his descent. The fifth-cen-
tury Chinese pilgrim-monk Fahien preserved a story about a nun
called UtpalavarœÅ that was related to him when he visited SÅmkÅ±ya.
He was told that there was such a huge press of people waiting to see
the Buddha come down from heaven that UtpalavarœÅ could not
make her way forward. The Buddha, out of compassion and because
of the merit she had acquired, transformed her into a cakravartin, a
male king or buddha with all the accompanying auspicious bodily
marks, including a sheathed penis. In this guise she was able to get to
the very front of the crowd, where the Buddha then changed her back
into a woman and predicted her future enlightenment.3 Fahien adds
that a stâpa was erected on the spot where she was the first to do rev-
erence to the Buddha.4 Several elements in this story are of interest. To
begin with, it shows that gender was believed to be fluid. It also indi-
cates that nuns were not particularly deferred to, for which we have
other evidence.5 Further, due to the merit she had acquired through
acts of generosity in her past lives, UtpalavarœÅ was deemed capable
of enlightenment and thus favored by the Buddha. She was the
unique woman, the token woman, and not at all representative of her
sex. As will be shown, uniqueness is at the heart of sex-change stories,
the unique potential for enlightenment. At the same time they raise
the broader question of whether or not women can become buddhas,
whether or not women can liberate.6 In UtpalavarœÅ’s case the answer
seems to be yes because she does not remain in a male form.

Several centuries later the Japanese Zen master Dágen (1200–1253)
told a story about UtpalavarœÅ that presents a very different woman.
While teaching his disciples that even a completely superficial accep-
tance of the precepts can, in the fullness of time, lead to salvation, he
used UtpalavarœÅ as an example. He said that in one of her past lives,
before she met the Buddha ÷akyamuni, she was a prostitute who put
on a nun’s robe as a joke. Even though she put it on as a joke, it even-
tually led to her meeting ÷akyamuni.7
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Dágen’s story is probably based on the Ther≠gÅthÅ commentary that
created an absurdly elaborate tale claiming that UtpalavarœÅ had been
a courtesan who committed incest. A version of this story is included
in the Tibetan Kangyur.8 Obviously, UtpalavarœÅ presented problems
to latter Buddhists. Before looking at other stories about her, there is
an even stranger sex-change story told about the Buddha’s visit to
TrÅyastrim±a heaven. The Pujawaliya, a biography of the Buddha com-
posed in Sri Lanka in the thirteenth century,9 says the Buddha’s
mother changed sex when she was reborn as the male god MÅtru, the
chief of the gods in TrÅyastrim±a heaven.10 A clearer example of Bud-
dhist misogyny is hard to find; even the Buddha’s mother has to be-
come male. Further, UtpalavarœÅ does not appear in this text at all;
instead it is a man who first greets the Buddha upon his descent, the
monk ÷ariputra.11

Another Chinese version of UtpalavarœÅ’s tale reveals some of the
discomfort felt about her prominence as it manages to diminish her
and to put her in a woman’s proper place. It says that when the Bud-
dha descended from TrÅyastrim±a heaven, UtpalavarœÅ was present,
but she disguised herself as a cakravartin, greeted the Buddha, and
then returned to her normal form, which cuts out the Buddha’s ac-
knowledgment of her merit and his transformation of her sexual
characteristics. The Buddha praised her, but the text comments that
everyone else was upset by seeing a woman assume such an honored
position.12

James Legge, in his translation of Fahien, the original Chinese
source on UtpalavarœÅ, states that the text is ambiguous in defining
who transformed UtpalavarœÅ, the Buddha or she herself,13 which is
one of several elements that have conspired to allow people to take
liberties with her story.

In the Vinaya and Ther≠gÅthÅ, UtpalavarœÅ (called UppalavaœœÅ) is
said to be particularly gifted in the power (Pali: iddhi) of transforma-
tion or shape-shifting, and that she did attain enlightenment, all ele-
ments of Fahien’s story. The Ther≠gÅthÅ preserves four poems
attributed to her. One is a response to the demon MÅra’s attempt to
distract her from meditating by reminding her that solitary women in
lonely places could easily be raped. Part of her reply to him refers to
her powers of shape-shifting:

What can you do?
Here though I stand, I can vanish and enter into your body.
See! I stand between your eyebrows, stand where you cannot see

me.14
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A second poem attributed to her refers to her transformation into a
cakravartin at the time of the Buddha’s descent:

With a chariot and four horses I came,
Made visible by supernormal power,
And worshiped, wonder-working, at his feet,
The wondrous Buddha, sovereign of the world.15

So the Pali texts support the original story that traveled back to China
with Fahien, and again later with another pilgrim-monk Xuanzang,
who also told it, but the ambiguity of Fahien’s text, the uncertain gen-
der in the iconography, and her absence in Pali versions of the Bud-
dha’s descent, conspired to allow her story to be modified in ways
that reveal a Buddhist discourse on gender that relentlessly dimin-
ishes and disempowers women.

Another tale of sex change within the biographies of the Buddha is
of particular interest because it is a rare past-life story in which the
Buddha was born as a woman, the beautiful Râpavat≠. It is certainly
one of the most graphic and goriest of sex-change stories. While out
for a walk one day Râpavat≠ saw a woman who had just given birth to
a son. The woman was so hungry that she tried to eat her infant. Râ-
pavat≠ pleaded with her not to do this, but the woman could not be
dissuaded. Râpavat≠ then picked up a knife, and perhaps in anticipa-
tion of her sex change, cut off both her breasts, which she gave the
woman to eat.16 Later she stood among the gods and performed an act
of truth (satyavacana), a formal verbal statement that, if true, gives
miraculous powers to the speaker. Râpavat≠’s states that she had only
acted out of the desire for enlightenment and she asked that by the
power of that truth she be turned into a man.17 This happens at once,
and s/he becomes a man called Râpavata and is made king. Later
s/he is reborn as a brahman who sacrifices her/himself to a hungry ti-
gress. This story is also contained in Ksemendra’s story collection,
where she is called Rukmavati, and it is depicted in a standardized set
of wood blocks, which represent the gift of her breasts by two women
sitting with a child, and includes images of the Buddha telling this
story to his disciples, of her/his next life as a man sacrificing his body
to birds, and of Rukmavan on the throne.18

In MahÅyÅna Buddhism, which developed around the first century
C.E., sex change is a particularly prolific genre of storytelling. Most of
these stories involve bodhisattvas, heroic beings of infinite compas-
sion, who can be divine or human, female or male. Two well-known
stories focus on the celestial bodhisattva associated with wisdom,
Mañju±r≠, and differentiate themselves from earlier Buddhist tales by
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having ÷ariputra, an important disciple of the Buddha who is highly
regarded in the TheravÅda traditions, plays the dupe.

The first comes from the Vimalak≠rti Sâtra, which was composed in
Sanskrit between the first century B.C.E. and second century C.E., and
later translated into Tibetan, Chinese, Japanese, and other Asian lan-
guages. It was an extremely popular text throughout the MahÅyÅna
world, where it was recited at temple festivals, copied as a means of
generating merit, and its hero, the lay bodhisattva Vimalak≠rti, was
often the subject of painting and sculpture.19 In chapter 7 a dialogue
occurs between Mañju±r≠ and Vimalak≠rti about the illusory nature of
all beings, human and otherwise, and the attitude a bodhisattva
should take toward these illusory beings. The discussion is inter-
rupted by an unnamed goddess who expresses her delight at their
discourse by causing a rain of flowers to fall. The flowers fall off the
robes of the bodhisattvas but stick to the robes of those who are still
mired in illusion. ÷ariputra, who has also been listening to the dis-
course, cannot get the flowers off his robe, and he enters into an argu-
ment with the goddess, culminating with his challenging her to
change her female form. The goddess complies with his request, but
with a twist; she simultaneously changes herself into ÷ariputra’s
male form and changes ÷ariputra into her female form. In one stroke
she neatly dramatizes both the chapter’s theme of the illusory nature
of all beings and negates any idea that the female gender precludes
spiritual achievement. After she restores their original forms, Vi-
malak≠rti explains to the disgruntled ÷ariputra that the goddess has
attained irreversibility; in other words she will achieve buddha-
hood.20

A different view of female spiritual potential is upheld in the Lotus
Sâtra, one of the best known and earliest works of MahÅyÅna. In
chapter 11 Mañju±r≠ is asked if there is anyone capable of achieving
perfect enlightenment, and he answers yes, the eight-year-old daugh-
ter of SÅgara, king of the NÅgas.21 ÷ariputra challenges the spiritual
accomplishments of SÅgara’s daugther, arguing that no woman has
reached buddhahood because no woman can achieve the five exclu-
sively male states: that of the gods Brahma and Indra, a guardian of
the four quarters, a cakravartin, and an irreversible bodhisattva. These
five are states of power defined by maleness, which comes down to
having a penis. When SÅgara’s daughter magically transforms herself
into a male, she silences ÷ariputra, yet also confirms his views. Her
vagina vanishes to be replaced by a penis and she is seen by all as a
male bodhisattva preaching in a Buddhist heaven, specifically as one
who possesses the thirty-two marks of a Buddha, including a
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sheathed penis.22 Unlike the Vimalak≠rti Sâtra, this sâtra suggests one
must be male to become a Buddha.

Both these stories are curious entries into Buddhist gender battles
in that neither heroine is actually a woman. The first is a goddess and
the second a nÅgin≠. Further, SÅgara’s daughter is only eight years old;
she has not reached puberty and the polluting female processes asso-
ciated with it. Understandably, having a child represent the high
accomplishment of enlightenment powerfully suggests that the real-
ization of wisdom (prajñÅpÅramitÅ) is not a matter of age, a point made
by the frequent references to Mañju±r≠, the bodhisattva of wisdom, as
a sixteen-year-old prince. Further, it evokes her past lives, during
which she followed the bodhisattva path, achieving prajñÅpÅramitÅ
and its subsequent magical powers. She is a bodhisattva who has cho-
sen this form for rebirth. Also, like the goddess of the Vimalak≠rti, she
is nameless. While in most parts of Asia women are frequently identi-
fied through their relationships to men, as so and so’s daughter or
wife, or the mother of so and so (always a son even if daughters have
been born first), South Asian women are frequently identified by their
personal names. Diana Paul makes the point that MahÅyÅna texts,
which raise this issue of whether women can be buddhas, “are silent
in explicitly naming any.”23 Being nameless contributes to anonymity
and indeed, to nonexistence.

These stories are not just about sex change, they are also about spir-
itual power and they are meant to demonstrate the doctrine of empti-
ness, that all beings, all objects, are empty of any enduring reality,
including sexual characteristics. Still, their cumulative effect makes
the point that being male is so much better than being female. An-
other story involves yet another goddess, the great Indian river god-
dess GangÅ. It appears in one of the earliest and most important
MahÅyÅna sâtras, the A„ÊasÅhasrikÅprajñÅpÅramitÅ (The Perfection of Wis-
dom in Eight Thousand Verses), and it focuses on the heroic aspects of
bodhisattva nature. As Miriam Levering has pointed out, in deploy-
ing specifically male heroic epithets to describe bodhisattva nature,
texts such as this ignore the “rhetoric of gender equality” promoted in
texts like the Vimalak≠rti Sâtra.24 The A„ÊasÅhasrikÅprajñÅpÅramitÅ de-
scribes the bodhisattva as fearless, undaunted by dangers, and inde-
pendent, attributes exclusively associated with men, not women. The
goddess, however, asserts that she is without fear, causing the Bud-
dha to smile. When questioned about his smile the Buddha predicts
her future buddhahood will occur when she is reborn as a man in
Ak„obhya’s Pure Land, Abhirati.25

Yet another story involves Vimalak≠rti’s daughter, CandrottarÅ,
who is told by a bodhisattva that one cannot become a Buddha while
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in a female body. The eloquent CandrottarÅ uses the doctrine of
emptiness to argue against this view. She is so successful that the Bud-
dha himself predicts her future buddhahood.26 In celebration of this
CandrottarÅ leaps into the air and for no apparent reason transforms
herself into a male. In her reading of this text Paul suggests Candrot-
tarÅ, who had many aggressive suitors, changed sex to avoid mar-
riage.27 However, even though she received the prediction of her
future enlightenment while in a female body, she immediately
changed into a male body, further suggesting that one must be male
to become a Buddha.

A similar example comes from the Sutra of the Buddha Teaching the
Seven Daughters, which is the story of seven sisters who, upon hearing
they will become buddhas, leap into the air and without reason
change into boys. It also contains a short description of their Pure
Land, the heaven they will occupy when they become buddhas. The
text does not specify that women will not be allowed in this Pure
Land, but we will see innumerable examples of male-only Pure Lands
in the next chapter, which, when combined with the unexplained
transformation of the girls into boys, strongly suggests that this will
be the case.28

In these and most of the Buddhist stories that follow, sex change is
always female to male.29 Texts like the Pure Land, A„ÊasÅharikÅpra-
jñÅpÅramitÅ, Lotus sâtras, and several others, insist one must become a
man before achieving enlightenment because one of the marks of an
enlightened being is a sheathed penis, one of the thirty-two marks of
the historical Buddha.30 Even with an unusual penis, the male re-
mains the normative human, and when a woman becomes a man she
achieves higher status.31

The story of Sumati from the MahÅratnakâÊa is about the eight-year-
old daughter of the mayor of RÅjagŸha. It seems to have been particu-
larly popular in East Asia since by the early eighth century it had been
translated into Chinese three different times. Sumati, too, is asked why
she does not change into male form in order to complete the highest
stages of bodhisattvahood that lead to buddhahood. As did the god-
dess in the Vimalak≠rti Sâtra, she also argued against this from the point
of view of the emptiness or illusory nature of all phenomena, including
sexual characteristics. Yet she had already announced that when she
became a Buddha her Pure Land would not admit women.32 She then
performed an act of truth, saying that if her words are true her body
will change into the male body of a thirty-year-old monk, which it
did.33 After this, Mañju±r≠ predicted her future buddhahood. So, in the
end, her story, too, suggests one must be male to become a Buddha.
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Another such story is that of the twelve-year-old daughter of King
Prasenajit, called Pure Gift, who also performed an act of truth and
after successfully debating the illusory nature of all forms turned into
an eight-year-old boy. She then received the prophecy of her future
buddhahood from the Buddha.34

Additionally, important shapers of the Buddhist tradition such as
the fourth-century Indian philosopher AsaÙga insisted that women
could not be buddhas. In his influential Bodhisattvabhâmi (The Stages of
the Bodhisattva) he wrote:

Completely perfected Buddhas are not women. And why? Pre-
cisely because a bodhisattva . . . , from the time he has passed be-
yond the first incalculable age (of his career) has completely
abandoned the woman’s estate. . . . Ascending (thereafter) to the
most excellent throne of enlightenment, he is never again reborn
as a woman. All women are by nature full of defilement and of
weak intelligence. And not by one who is by nature full of defile-
ment and of weak intelligence, is completely perfected Buddha-
hood attained.35

This hardly reads as a casual statement. Rather, it is further evidence
that whether or not women could become buddhas was an important
point that was frequently argued.

Contrasting two MahÅyÅna texts from South India that were fairly
contemporary, the Manimekhalaï and the ÷r≠mÅlÅ Sâtra, sheds some
light on the thinking behind all these discussions of women’s poten-
tial for enlightenment. The latter text contains no sex-change story
and in it Queen ÷r≠mÅlÅ achieved enlightenment. In the Manimekhalaï,
the heroine Manimekhalaï did not achieve enlightenment. Instead,
she is given a prophecy that she will in a future life, but as a man.36

Additionally, she is given and utilizes the power to shape-shift into a
man. One can see these two texts as representative of two different
schools of thought in Buddhism: one advocating enlightenment for
both women and men and the other denying women access to the
highest experience of the tradition. The different resolution in these
two texts from a similar region and period suggests that Buddhists
could be supportive of women, though not all Buddhists were willing
to go all the way when it came to the ultimate achievement of bud-
dhahood. Padmanabh Jaini has been able to outline a similar but
much more clearly drawn argument between the two major schools of
Jainism, indicating that such arguments were in the air for centuries.37

See, for instance, the ÷r≠mÅlÅ’s reception among Chinese Buddhists,
which is discussed in chapter 13.

A Chinese Buddhist folktale returns us to the issue of female pollu-
tion when it specifies that women are required to become men be-



Sex Change • 199

cause of their gender-specific pollution. Interestingly, it also shows
that being postmenopausal does not improve women’s status, pre-
sumably because of their prior menstrual trail of pollution. It is the
story of the woman Huang, married to a butcher who says they are
equally polluted, he through shedding the blood of animals, and she
through the blood of childbirth. Woman Huang then studied the Dia-
mond Sâtra so well that Yama, the god of the underworld, questioned
her about it. Later she was reborn as a man, and through a dream re-
called her past life, found her former husband and converted him,
and helped her former children.38 Being male, she does not commit
the sin of pollution, and could advance to buddhahood.

An important factor in this ideology was and remains the enor-
mous popularity of the Buddha AmitÅbha cult throughout Asia. This
cult encodes perfection as male through its requirement that upon
hearing AmitÅbha’s name women should come to despise the female
state, which will lead them to be reborn in his paradise of SukhÅvat≠
and never again be born as females.39 This widespread belief holds
out to women the promise of permanent rebirth in a Buddha Land
where they will inevitably become buddhas, but in male form.

All these tales about women changing into men, whether as magi-
cal displays of spiritual power or in fulfillment of the requirement
that one must be male in order to become a Buddha, need to be com-
pared to stories that do not require such a change.40 For instance, the
goddess in the Vimalak≠rti Sâtra changes sex more in play, to under-
mine ÷ariputra’s attachment to outer forms. Having accomplished
this goal, she returns to and remains in her female form, and then re-
ceives the prediction of her future buddhahood from Vimalak≠rti.

Another such story comes from Tibet and is about the much loved
celestial bodhisattva TÅrÅ. In a past life she incarnated as a woman
called Princess Moon of Wisdom and so rapidly advanced in spiritual
understanding that her gurus encouraged her to transform her body
into a man’s. She declined, instead vowing always to incarnate in fe-
male forms.41 Comparing the two stories we see that the Vimalak≠rti
plays fast and loose with the sex-change story, acknowledging that it
is possible through the advanced spiritual power (siddhi) of shape-
shifting but undercutting the tendency of these tales to describe only
female to male change and also underlining that the siddhis are dis-
plays of spiritual power, and do not necessarily lead to permanent
change. TÅrÅ’s story also undercuts the genre by completely rejecting
it—it is not a sex-change story. But it is a powerful story because it is
so specifically not about a sex change.

As Paul ably demonstrates in her discussion of the commentarial
literature, in theory a female can achieve enlightenment, can become a
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buddha. Sadly, then as now, the theoretical rarely impacts social real-
ity, and for reasons the foregoing stories make clear, the cult of a fe-
male buddha was never developed as were the cults of various male
buddhas. Though often characterized as female buddhas or god-
desses, both TÅrÅ and Kuan Yin actually are celestial bodhisattvas.
According to the strict rules of Tibetan iconometry, the precise propor-
tions of the buddhas, bodhisattvas and deities, buddhas are the larg-
est figures, bodhisattvas smaller, the detities still smaller. This system
prescribes that TÅrÅ is the size of a goddess, not a buddha or a bod-
hisattva. Kuan Yin is depicted textually and iconographically in both
male and female forms. Indeed, Ortner was told that a popular ritual
called Nyungne, which leads to a better (no doubt male) rebirth, was
brought into the world by a female bodhisattva, Gelungma Palma.42

On a more mundane level, sex-change stories most often reflect
culturally perceived notions of prestige associated with gender.43 In
stories where women change into or disguise themselves as men they
become heroic, but stories about men becoming women often lead to
their powerlessness and humiliation. To say in patriarchal cultures
that a woman is like a man is to say that she is more than or better
than a woman. When religious women are told that in order to
achieve success in religious terms they must become men, they are
being asked to abandon their female sexuality. Interestingly, both men
and women abandon their sexuality when they take vows of celibacy,
but with different consequences for women than for men. Few men
are then perceived as women,44 but often celibate women are per-
ceived as men, or encouraged to actually become men, or perceive
themselves through this more prestigious term. In other words, reli-
gious women are asked to repudiate their gender, their womanhood,
in ways that religious men are not. According to the Chinese text, The
Sâtra on Changing the Female Sex:

If women can accomplish one thing (Dharma), they will be freed
of the female body and become sons. What is that one thing? The
profound state of mind which seeks enlightenment. Why? If
women awaken to the thought of enlightenment, then they will
have the great and good person’s state of mind, a man’s state of
mind, a sage’s state of mind. . . . then they will not be bound to the
limitations of a woman’s state of mind. Because they will not be
limited, they will forever separate from the female sex and become
sons.45

An historical example of a spiritually advanced Tibetan woman
making the vow to reincarnate as a man in her/his next birth is Jetsun
Rigdzin Chönyi Zangmo (1852–1953), abbess of Shukseb Nunnery
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(near Lhasa) and a recognized incarnation of the great female teacher,
Machig Lapdron (1055–1153).46 Edou reports her story, adding that
many Tibetan Buddhist nuns and lay women make this vow.
Zangmo’s male incarnation ended up leaving the religious life for
study in Beijing. This is a particularly telling example of the pervasive
influence of negative ideas about Buddhist women in that the original
incarnation, Machig Lapdron, is one of the few examples of a man said
to have chosen rebirth as a woman in order to continue a spiritual ca-
reer.47 It is to this rare genre of Buddhist stories that we now turn.

MALE TO FEMALE STORIES
Buddhist stories about sex changes from male to female are much
rarer than those about female to male changes. Two such exceptional
stories occur in the biography of Upagupta, the Buddhist monk and
master of siddhis (spiritual power), who was A±oka’s guru. Upagupta’s
biography is filled with examples of his skillful means as a teacher of
Buddhism, examples that frequently involve siddhis. In two of these he
shape-shifts into a woman. The first time he becomes a woman to help
a monk who kept thinking of his former wife while trying to meditate.
Upagupta appeared before him in the form of his wife, shocking the
monk into realizing his attachment to her. Upagupta then resumed his
normal male form and preached to the monk to help him overcome his
attachment.48 The second time was to undo a monk’s false sense of de-
tachment, which Upagupta did by taking on the form of a drowning
woman. The monk grabbed hold and pulled her/him out of the river,
but then he felt desire for her and took her to an isolated spot, only to
discover she was Upagupta.49 These two instances of sex change are
meant to demonstrate Upagupta’s advanced spiritual powers and be-
cause of their short duration in no way undercut his masculine author-
ity. In fact, the whole purpose of these incidents is to point out how
threatening women are to monks in order to help monks maintain
their celibacy by maintaining their distance from women. The stories
also remind the errant monks of the fluidity of sexual characteristics;
they could lose their masculinity and be reborn as women.

The most fascinating and far-reaching sex change in Buddhist his-
tory has to be that of the Indian male celestial bodhisattva Aval-
okite±vara into the Chinese female celestial bodhisattva Kuan Yin. In
either form this is one of the most important and most widely wor-
shipped deities in Buddhism. In part, this transformation occurred
through an early fifth-century mistranslation of the Sanskrit Lotus
Sâutra into Chinese, in which the male Avalokite±vara, meaning all-
seeing, became the female Kuan Yin, all-hearing.50 Once feminized,



202 • Courtesans and Tantric Consorts

Kuan Yin’s iconography began incorporating yin (female) symbolism
such as the moon, water, and a vase.51

A Chinese text, The Sutra of the Bodhisattva Kuan Yin (Who Explains)
the Conditions to be Born in Pure Land, for which there seems to be no
Indian original, describes a past life in which Kuan Yin was male, in-
dicating that s/he changed sex through rebirth as well. This is a par-
ticularly interesting example in that a male birth is one of the rewards
of good karma, especially since this is the past life in which s/he
made the vow to become a future buddha, yet s/he was reborn as a
female.52 Actually, this sâtra is as interesting in its sexual fluidity as it
is in its sexual politics. In this life Kuan Yin is a dutiful son, and the
celestial buddha AmitÅbha, who also changes sex in this sâtra, is the
mother, the ideal Buddhist mother who, on her death bed, encourages
her two young sons to pursue buddhahood. This is a neat co-optation
of the primary female role in traditional societies, that of motherhood.
While the fluidity of the sexual characteristics seems to undercut the
whole notion of gender, in fact we see that no gender really means the
absence of females and the presence of males. In this story it is obvi-
ous that males make better mothers, just as they make better children
and better buddhas.

Female celestial beings such as Kuan Yin are commonly believed
capable of manifesting as either female or male, as are the earthly
women Yeshe Tsogyel and MandÅravÅ in their ØÅkin≠ forms.53 This is
in keeping with the predominant stories of female to male sex
changes and the perceived liability in changing from male to female.
The dominant notion seems to be that if a woman or a goddess has
enough spiritual power to change into a man, why wouldn’t she? On
the other hand, although men and male deities may momentarily
transform into females to help someone, they have no reason to
change permanently into females because it would be a loss of power
and status.

Kuan Yin’s gender may also have been an issue of class perception.
It seems poor, less educated people saw Kuan Yin as the goddess of
mercy, a sort of all-powerful and giving mother, while priests and
wealthier, educated lay people worshipped Kuan Yin as a male deity
connected with AmitÅbha’s Western Paradise, where women are not
allow to be born. Yet others saw Kuan Yin as nonsexual, unless s/he
chooses to manifest in either female or male form.54 The ideas of the
latter group were popularized in pao-chüan, texts written for popular
distribution and for reading aloud in small groups that might include
illiterates. They are pointedly addressed to “pious men and women,”
and women responded by joining popular sects of Buddhism in large
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numbers where they achieved equal status with men.55 This indicates
that people make of religion whatever they need, and demonstrates
that religion functions as an ideology, but one that is endlessly open to
interpretation and reinvention. We will see some of this flexibility in
the next section, which deals with the seemingly inflexible ideology of
karma.

KARMA
Sex change through rebirth is connected to the notion of karma,56 the
belief that all actions have consequences, either in the present life or
in the next, and include the determination of one’s sex.57 This view of
sexual characteristics as the inevitable outcome of karmic retribution
or reward highlights additional dimensions of Buddhist gender ideol-
ogy, especially when compared to Hindu stories of rebirth in which a
change of sex is quite rare.58 In a Buddhist context, though, being born
male is the fruit of good karma while being born female is the fruit of
evil karma.

Bardarbom, one of Milarepa’s leading female disciples and one of
his dharma heirs, sang a song to Milarepa about the difficulties of
being born female:

Because of my sinful Karma I was given
this inferior [female] body. . . .

Great is our ambition, but our perseverance small.
We are experts in slander, ingenious to blame,
The source of news and gossip. . . .
Seldom do we think of impermanence and death.
The sinful hindrances always follow us like shadows.59

In general, though, Buddhism tends to emphasize the karma of
gender as something for women to aspire to rather than as a punish-
ment; because women are generally not believed able to achieve en-
lightenment, the best they can do is to pray to be reborn as men.60 But,
it also maintains the loss of masculinity as a potential karmic punish-
ment for men.

The ‚aØgatikÅrikÅ presents a simple karmic formula:

The man who does not restrain his thoughts and unites with the
wives of others, or who finds delight in illicit parts of the body,
will be reborn as a woman.

But the woman who is of good morals and little passion, who
abhors her femaleness and constantly aspires to masculinity will
be reborn as a man.61
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A more detailed vision is contained in The Meritorious Virtue of Mak-
ing Images.62 As the title suggests, merit can be acquired by making or
maintaining buddha images, and such merit can mitigate karma. This
text emphasizes that the actual Buddhist position toward karma is not
all that rigid. One’s karma can be altered by intense tantric practice,
including directing the consciousness at the time of death; by good
deeds, such as making donations; building and repairing stâpas and
images; sponsoring the reading or printing of scripture; and religious
acts such as pilgrimage.63 More specifically, in this text the Buddha ex-
plains that whatever sins a man has committed, all that evil karma
can be exhausted by building a Buddha image.

After listening to the Buddha’s speech, the celestial bodhisattva
Maitreya raises a question:

Blessed One, there are women whose will is narrow; many of
them cherish envy in their hearts, and hatred and spite, and syco-
phancy and falsehood; they show no awareness of kindness and
do not repay it. Not one of them is able to be firm and diligent in
the search for enlightenment; they are always seeking to deceive.

Blessed One, if a woman such as this should build an image of
the Buddha, will her karma too be exhausted and annulled? Will
she become a man in the future, steadfast and unwearied in seek-
ing the reward of Buddhahood? Will she gain insight and compas-
sion, and learn to weary of the world?

And the Buddha said to the bodhisattva Maitreya:

Maitreya, if a woman is able to build a Buddha image, then she
will never be born as a woman again.64

The Buddha then elaborates on why people are reborn as women:

Maitreya, there are eight causes whereby a woman is reborn as
a woman. And what are these eight? (1) Love for the body of a
woman; (2) attachment to the passions of a woman; (3) constant
delight in the beauties of a woman; (4) insincerity of heart to hide
her wicked deeds; (5) weariness and contempt for her husband; (6)
constant thoughts of other men; (7) perverse ingratitude for the
kindness of others; and (8) wicked adornment of her body for the
sake of deception.

But if she can build a Buddha image and renounce these things
forever, then until she herself gains Buddhahood she will always
be a man, and she will never be born as a woman again.

Maitreya, there are four causes whereby a man is reborn as a
woman. And what are these four? (1) Disrespectfully laughing and
shouting at the Buddha, or bodhisattvas, or Worthy Ones; (2) slan-
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dering one who is pure in keeping the precepts, saying he does not
keep them; (3) flattering and fawning in order to deceive; and (4)
envying the happiness of other men.

If a man has done these things, then when his life is over he will
surely be reborn as a woman, and experience the measureless suf-
fering of his evil ways. But if he repents what he has done, awak-
ens his faith, and builds a Buddha image, then these sins are all
annulled, and he will not experience the retribution of becoming a
woman.65

Obviously, enjoying womanhood dooms one to repeat it, but no such
injunction is put on men and their enjoyment of masculinity. Men be-
come women for insulting or slandering other men, buddhas, and
monks (this text was obviously written by monks), or for rejecting
masculinity and acting like a woman by being deceptive or envious.

Of particular interest, the Buddha goes on to explain why men are
reborn as eunuchs or hermaphrodites—suggesting women do not re-
ceive these rebirths—and why men are born with female (read homo-
sexual) desires:

Maitreya, there are four causes whereby a man is reborn as a
eunuch. And what are these four? (1) Castrating another man; (2)
laughingly scorning and slandering a recluse who keeps the pre-
cepts; (3) transgressing the precepts himself because of his lustful
desires; and (4) not only transgressing the precepts himself but
also encouraging others to do the same. . . .

Maitreya, there are four causes whereby a man is reborn as a
hermaphrodite, which is the lowest possible state among men.
And what are these four? (1) Uncleanness where there should be
reverence and respect; (2) lust for the bodies of other men; (3) the
practice of lustful things upon his own body; and (4) the exposure
and sale of himself in the guise of a woman to other men. . . .

Maitreya, there are four causes whereby a man is born with the
lusts and desires of a woman, and enjoys being treated as a
woman by other men. And what are these four? (1) despising
other men, or slandering and defaming them even in jest; (2) tak-
ing pleasures in dressing and adorning himself as a woman; (3)
doing lewd uncleanness with his own clanswoman; and (4) falsely
accepting reverence while lacking the true virtue worthy of it.66

In addition to its homophobic orientation, these causes reveal the
fragility of masculinity. It can be weakened not only by female pollu-
tion, but by men who despise and slander other men, or harm mas-
culinity more directly by castration, or undo their own masculinity by
masturbation, homosexual desire and acts, or dressing and behaving
as a woman.
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An interesting karmic case history comes from the biography of
Padmasambhava. When King Trisong Detsan’s eight-year-old daugh-
ter dies, Padmasambhava explained her past lives that led to this
short-lived life. Of particular interest in the context of sex change
through karma, seven births earlier she had been born as a brahman’s
son who became a monk, but committed several sins. When he ob-
served two dogs having sex his desire was aroused and he had sex
with another man’s wife. He then blamed the male dog and killed it
through a blow to its penis, and then in despair he jumped to his
death. So, he broke his vow of celibacy through adultery, killed a liv-
ing creature, and then killed himself. Of course, at the very least, he
had to lose his male status and so was reborn five hundred times as
different female animals, then five hundred times in hell and so on
until the present incarnation. Still, the princess’s karma was so bad
Padmasambhava predicted that she will continue to be reborn ten
more times as a beggar woman, then as vermin, and so on, then as an
ugly woman who is attracted to religion, then as a woman with wis-
dom, and finally once again as a man, which will begin a series of
male incarnations that lead to one as a famous terton (treasure
finder).67 In Padmasambhava’s biography, and many other texts,
being female is clearly the result of previous negative acts and being
male the result of previous meritorious acts, which plays right into so-
cial justifications for male superiority. Teaching women to accept suf-
fering specifically related to being female as karmic retribution for
past sins68 reveals karma’s role in reifying the social status quo.

Shorter karmic case histories appear in a very popular Tibetan
drama based on the Vessantara JÅtaka. At its conclusion, predictions are
made about the next lives of the leading characters with Vessantara’s
wife and daughter both incarnating as men.69 This is particularly odd
since the Vessantara JÅtaka is about the penultimate life of the Buddha,
so Vessantara and his wife reincarnate as the Buddha and his wife.
Making such a change from the original story reveals the weight of
the Tibetan belief that a woman’s great virtue could only result in re-
birth as a male.

The point was made earlier that karma can be mitigated by merit.
In practice this can be done by oneself or by others, even after death,
which directs our attention to Buddhist funeral practices. While each
Buddhist culture has its own variants, Tibetan practices involve seven
weeks of ceremonies, a sure indication of their importance. The pur-
pose of a Buddhist funeral is to direct the deceased toward enlighten-
ment or, more commonly, to shape their rebirth. This is the primary
ritual role of Buddhist monks in relation to the laity, being funeral ex-



Sex Change • 207

perts. Factoring in (1) the emphasis on women being reborn as men;
(2) the popular wish to be reborn in a heaven, some of which exclude
women; and (3) the time, expense, and effort expended on funerals in
order to shape rebirth, leads to the inevitable conclusion that funerals
are meant to absolutely kill womanhood while at the same time
adding to the stock of manhood. As has been discussed above and
will be elaborated upon in the next chapter, there is a driving force in
Buddhism that co-opts feminine powers, characteristics, and subjec-
tivity combined with what can only be seen as an ultimate goal to ex-
terminate all actual women.
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CHAPTER 13
OTHER LANDS/OTHER REALITIES

THE BUDDHIST UNIVERSE
For early Buddhists the defining feature of the universe is its imper-
manence. This view was enlarged by adding two pervasive South
Asian notions about the nature of the universe and its construction.
First, after a vast period of time (a mahÅkalpa) the universe dies and
then slowly arises again. This process is repeated endlessly. Second,
Mt. Meru is at the center of the world surrounded by a great ocean
and large islands. The earth is a mysterious and magical place popu-
lated or visited by many kinds of mythic beings, such as yak„≠s, nÅgas,
ap±aras, ghosts, ghouls, demons, deities, and so on. Such a worldview
allows for the existence of mythic lands hidden in the mountains or
on islands in uncharted seas. Additionally, Buddhists developed an
elaborate cosmology that has a threefold division between the realms
(dhÅtus) of desire (kÅma), form (râpa), and formlessness (arâpa).1

The desire realm (kÅmadhÅtu) is encapsulated in the Wheel of Be-
coming or Rebirth (bhavacakra; Srid pa’i ‘khor lo) and is characterized
by duækha (suffering). The Wheel of Becoming is a frequent subject of
Buddhist art that depicts the five or six realms or destinies (gatis) of
the gods, humans, asuras, hungry ghosts, hell beings, and animals, all
held in the grasp of Impermanence or the wrathful deity Yama (the
god of Death), or MÅra (Lord of the Realm of Desire and archenemy of
enlightenment). It includes heavens and hells, as well as the earth. All
sentient beings transmigrate through these six realms according to
their karma. The only way to get off this wheel is to achieve enlight-
enment. To remind all beings of their situation, they were painted in
the entrance halls of monasteries from the earliest times.2 The bound-
aries of these realms are quite porous, as is suggested by the ability of
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all beings to transmigrate between regions, and by the appearance of
divine beings on earth and of highly advanced human beings in the
heavens or hells.

Early Buddhists texts defined sixteen hells: eight hot and eight
cold, where the damned are horribly tortured, while various heavens
were divided among the three realms of desire, form and formless-
ness. Both Tu„ita, where the future Buddha Maitreya reigns, and
TrÅyastrim±a, where the Buddha’s mother was reborn, are said to
exist in the realm of form. Given Buddhism’s long history and wide
geographical spread, it should come as no surprise that these heavens
and hells are subject to permutations and multiplications, and that
their porous boundaries allow various beings to travel between them.
These mythic lands, heavens, and hells are the subject of this chapter.

LANDS OF WOMEN
There are many ancient South Asian tales about a Land of Women,3 in-
cluding the story that ÷iva and Parvart≠ created a forest where all
males were transformed into females: men, horses, even trees!4 There
are tales of male yogis, such as Matsyendra, trapped in a land of sexu-
ally predatory women,5 and the yogi Gopi Chand, who is similarly en-
snared by dangerous, highly sexed women in the much mythologized
state of Bengal.6 Two separate Lands of Women are said to have ex-
isted on the borders of Tibet, one in the east (Kham), and the other in
the west (near Hunza).7 They were often conflated, but their main
characteristics were as follows: they were ruled by a queen whose hus-
band had nothing to do with the government, sons took their mothers’
family name, the women did not hold men in high regard, and they
possessed rich gold deposits.8 Perhaps having the same place in mind,
the MÅrkaœØeya PurÅœa (LVIII:39) and MahÅbhÅrata (XII:4) mention a
matriarchal state in the Himalayan northwest, while the Kama Sâtra9

gives a less geographically specific reference. An important point
about these stories is that they always take place somewhere else, out
there, on the margins of the known world. They are stories about the
Other that end up revealing the underside of the author’s culture.10

Being specifically about women, they reveal the underside of male cul-
tural dominance through their fantastic characterizations of women
who transgress the norms of patriarchal society. These stories are told
from the perspective of the male protagonists; they are men’s stories
that objectify women and deny the reader/hearer access to the thoughts
and feelings of any of the female characters.11

This genre of tale seems to have been quite popular in Buddhist cir-
cles as variants of one tale are told in several different texts and it has



Other Lands/Other Realities • 213

been widely depicted in iconography.12 One Pali version is the
ValÅhassa JÅtaka (No. 196), “The Cloud Horse,” a story the Buddha told
to a monk whose passion had been aroused by seeing a finely dressed
woman.13 Consequently, it is a tale expressly meant to emphasize
women as fatal temptresses, mistresses of womanly wiles (Pali: it-
thikuttavilÅsehi) and illusion, who entice men only to destroy them. It
is also used to explain why all women are referred to as demonesses
(Pali: yakkin≠, Skt: yak„in≠, in other versions rÅk„as≠). Thus some ver-
sions of this tale are examples of negative textual representations of
yak„≠s discussed in chapter 2, tales that capitalize on their beauty, sex-
uality, and ambivalent power to do good or ill. At the same time sto-
ries such as this reveal a male fear of women with power, and in this
they are similar to tales about evil queens. It seems that the men who
authored and preserved these tales imagined that if women had
power they would abuse it as much as some men did.

In the ValÅhassa JÅtaka five hundred merchants were shipwrecked
on Sri Lanka,14 a land of yak„≠s, who in this text are cannibals. The
yak„≠s lured the merchants to their capital city through their beauty,
magic powers, and sexuality, saying they want them for husbands.
They fed and then slept with the men. Later they feasted on men they
had captured earlier. One merchant figured this out, and he fled with
most of his companions. In this version the Buddha was a beautiful
white flying horse who rescued them.15 In a Sanskrit version he is the
leader of the merchants who is able to locate the magical horse and
thus save himself and all his companions.16

As many jÅtakas do, the story features merchants, a dominant
group among early converts to Buddhism, who by virtue of their
trade routes and their generosity as donors were important to the
spread of Buddhism and the establishment of Buddhist communities
in major trading centers and along the routes they traveled. This tale,
in particular, addresses various anxieties of traders, such as the dan-
gers and uncertainty of foreign travel, the fear of shipwreck and the
dangers posed by foreign women. Todd Lewis has analyzed these as-
pects in a later version of the story,17 as well as documenting its popu-
larity and relevance to the lives of Nepalese traders who made the
frequently dangerous journey to Tibet, some of whom remained there
for years, often marrying Tibetan women. The direct relevance of this
story to their lives is especially shown by the ferries they used to cross
the Brahmaputra river, some of which were constructed to resemble
the flying horse of the title.18 A similar ferry seems to be described
in the Tibetan folk drama sNangsa, when the heroine sings to the fer-
ryman on the other side of a river, asking him to “bring the big boat
with the horse head.”19
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In a Sanskrit version of this story from the MV, entitled the Dhar-
malabdha JÅtaka, the Buddha is the heroic merchant leader. This past
life was told when the Buddha was asked why MÅra’s daughters had
tried to tempt him on the night of his enlightenment.20 The story ex-
plains that the women in the story, who are heavily demonized by
being called rÅksas≠s, are now MÅra’s daughters. Most jÅtakas are told
to explain that people get in the habit of acting in a certain way from
past interactions; MÅra’s daughters tried to seduce him because that is
what they did when they all shared a past life in a Land of Women.

The legends about a Land of Women were preserved in texts con-
trolled by men, not women, and they reveal men’s imaginings about
women’s resentment of their oppression. These legends play out an
inversion of sexist society, one in which the division into two genders
receives its extreme expressions. For example, their cannibalism has
women consuming men, when it is men who dictate and then con-
sume women’s labor and products. In other words, in these male fan-
tasies women are believed to express their resentment by acting as
men: they are aggressive, sexually predatory, and controlling.

As discussed in chapter 10, Lévi-Strauss argued that throughout
most of history society was, and in many ways remains, based on es-
tablishing and maintaining bonds between men through the exchange
of women. Bearing this in mind, one can understand that men would
perceive a Land of Women as a perverse social group based on bonds
between women completely unmediated by men and indeed, that
such a land would be a radical denial of men’s rights over women and
instead an assertion by women of rights over themselves and men.

Stories about a Land of Women provided men with an opportunity
to portray their idea of women’s nature in its purest state, completely
free of male influence. Left to their own devices, women are shown to
be vicious, evil, sexually voracious killers. They consume men. An in-
teresting contrast to this can be seen in the Buddhist heavens that ex-
clude women—lands without women—which portray men’s nature
as perfect when free of female influence. (These heavens will be dis-
cussed shortly.) Legends about Lands of Women make it obvious that
women must be controlled by men and that they must be punished no
matter how innocent they seem.

Hells for Women
Legends about the dangers men face in lands ruled by women are in-
verted in the Blood Bowl Sutra, which describes the all-women Hell of
the Bloody Pond (based on the Av≠ci hell of Indian texts)21 and depicts
a male demon inflicting gruesome punishments on women. This text
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was composed in China where it circulated widely from the time of
the Ming dynasty (1368–1644),22 though its roots are in texts going
back to fifth-century China23 and in Indian legends of journeys to var-
ious heavens and hells. In this hell women receive karmic payback for
having polluted the earth god with the blood of childbirth and for
having offended all the gods and holy individuals by polluting the
earth’s water through washing menstrual cloths. In other words, pun-
ishment for the sin of sexuality and reproduction is visited exclusively
on women. This is symbolically represented in texts that have women
in this hell nailed down on spiked and heated beds.24

Momoko Takemi presents a description of this hell from one of the
earliest Japanese versions of this sâtra:

This pond was some 84,000 jujana wide, and in the middle women
who were wearing handcuffs and ankle chains were undergoing
hardships. The demon who was the lord of this Hell came here
three times a day and forced the women sinners to drink the pol-
luted blood; if they refused to do so, he would beat them with an
iron rod. Their screams of anguish could be heard from great dis-
tances away. The sight of this made me very sad, and so I asked
the Lord of the Hell why the women were being forced to undergo
such hardships. He replied that the blood the women had shed
during the birth of their children had polluted the deity of the
earth and that, furthermore, when they washed their polluted gar-
ments in the river, that water was gathered up by a number of vir-
tuous men and woman and used to make tea to serve to holy men.
Because of these acts of uncleanliness, the women were now
forced to undergo sufferings.

Thus Mokuren [the Buddha’s disciple MaudgalyÅyana] used
his holy powers to come to the seat of the Buddha and to inform
him of what he had seen with his eyes. He asked, then, what he
needed to do for the women to be saved from their punishments
in the pond of blood.

The Buddha then answered, teaching Mokuren how to save the
women. He said it would be necessary for them to respect the
three treasures of filial piety, to call on Mokuren, to hold a Blood
Pool Liberation service, to hold a Blood Pool feast, to read sutras,
to have an esoteric ceremony, then to make a boat and float it off.25

The unreasonableness of sending all women to this hell seems to
have been apparent at the time the text was composed, since it carried
within itself the means for their salvation. Before they die, in order to
escape this fate, women must first accept and fully internalize the be-
lief that they are polluters. The sâtra then could be utilized in various
ways to save them: believing in it could lead to rebirth in the Western
Paradise as a man,26 or the physical text could be used as an amulet to
protect women during childbirth and to transform offerings made
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while menstruating or after childbirth into pure offerings.27 Once
dead and in the Hell of the Bloody Pond, its recitation by others could
release women—it formed the basis for ceremonies performed by
sons to free their mothers from that hell.

This sâtra enabled men to act out their gender anxieties by devel-
oping rituals that sharply distinguish two sexes: women are defined
by their biological functions, which are deemed polluting, and men
are defined by their power to save women. The practices associated
with this sâtra spread from China throughout East Asia where they
mingled with indigenous beliefs about women’s pollution. Today
these practices are in decline, despite the continuing practice in Tai-
wan of breaking the blood bowl at the funerals of women and the
presence of blood ponds in some Japanese Buddhist temples.28 How-
ever, it remains in use in Zen practice, even in the West, as this sâtra is
given to women during their initiations to use as an amulet to purify
their worship when they are menstruating.29

These practices have several sources. First, there are early Buddhist
stories about men journeying to other realms to see their dead moth-
ers, such as the Buddha and his disciple MaudgalyÅyana visiting their
dead mothers in heaven, discussed in chapter 2. Second, there is the
equally early practice of making donations to Buddhist monastics and
then offering the merit thus acquired to one’s parents. In Chinese and
Japanese versions of this tale MaudgalyÅyana, called Mu-lien in Chi-
nese and Murkuren in Japanese, visits hell rather than heaven to
preach to his mother.30 Here she had become a hungry ghost (preta; yi
dag)—ghosts who have huge bellies that can never be filled because of
their needle-thin necks. Another source for these practices is the
widely popular Chinese ghost festival, a festival attributed to the
Buddha,31 within which Mu-lien’s story is enacted. The tale begins
when Mu-lien arrives in hell and finds his mother, but is unable to
ease her sufferings. He returns to the land of the living to seek advice
from the Buddha, who tells him his mother’s suffering could be re-
lieved if he provided food and cloth offerings to monastics when they
emerged from their annual three-month summer retreats. Appropri-
ately, this is the time when the Buddha returned from preaching to his
mother in TrÅyastrim±a heaven, the original Buddhist event of a son
rescuing a dead mother. The merit acquired by making offerings
could then be transferred to one’s ancestors. Making such offerings to
Buddhist monastics on behalf of one’s ancestors was the focus of the
Chinese ghost festival.32

Actually, the story of Mu-lien and his mother became both an opera
and a ritual. As an opera it is ritually enacted over several days before
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the entire community, and sections of the opera are excerpted for spe-
cific ritual functions at the funerals of women.33 Gary Seaman de-
scribes the practice in present-day Taiwan as follows:

In the ritual, the sons and daughters of a dead woman mime a de-
scent into hell. A set is built representing the fortress in hell where
their mother’s soul is imprisoned, and a bowl of wine, dyed red, is
placed in the fortress to symbolize the pool of blood in which she
is drowning. After the actor who plays the part of Mu-lien van-
quishes the jailers of hell (who would keep the woman’s soul im-
prisoned), the bowl of red wine is portioned out to the children of
the dead woman. Each of them drinks, wipes the bowl clean, then
presents it to Mu-lien for a final purification.34

I will take up the issue of modern daughters participating in this rit-
ual below. For now, though, it is important to recall that this literature
and these rituals are quite gender specific: they do not focus on par-
ents, but on mothers; nor do they focus on children, but on sons. In
fact, in an extended version of Mu-lien’s story, The Illustrated Tale of
Mu Lian Saving His Mother from the Netherworld, Mu-lien first went to
heaven to find his mother. Instead, he found his father, who explained
that while he had practiced the Buddhist virtues Mu-lien’s mother
had not and therefore she was in hell.35 The redemption scenario is
clearly one of female sinners and male saviors modeled on the Bud-
dha and Mu-lien having saved their mothers. And, historically, this
ritual was performed specifically (if not exclusively) by sons.36

Part of the motivation for the ritual stems from the son’s need to
free himself from the negative karma generated by the birth pains he
caused his mother,37 and from the debt he owed her for having breast-
fed him.38 He does this by symbolically drinking the blood that pol-
luted the earth at the time of his birth. By internalizing his mother’s
pollution of the earth during his birth, he evens the score between
them; he exchanges her negative karma of pollution for his negative
karma of causing her birth pains and of depleting her through breast-
feeding, thus freeing her from her punishment in the Hell of the
Bloody Pond. As an added bonus he acquires merit that qualifies him
for reincarnation as a god, saint, or pure spirit. It is a rite for the reso-
lution of mother-son conflict, one in which the mother is helpless and
the son all-powerful, a complete reversal of the child’s experience. In
fact, it is a complete reversal of the birth process in which the mother
literally births the child into this world; now the child symbolically
births the mother into a higher state of being.39

In this ritualized scenario all women are believed to be tortured in
hell until they fully accept their inferior state, while men, most partic-
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ularly sons with their complicated power relations to their mothers,
compassionately help the women out of the very hell they have cre-
ated for them. Male fears of powerful women—all mothers appear as
powerful beings to their children—are displaced onto women’s state
of ritual pollution. Their fears are then contained by believing women
are imprisoned in the Hell of the Bloody Pond, a containment that al-
lows for a rich range of sadistic fantasies about men torturing
women—after all, this hell is ruled by the male demon/god YÅma
and Chinese versions are explicit in their presentation of an all-male
bureaucracy of torturers.40 Finally, men can conquer their fears of
women through their male power that can release women, but only
those women who fully accept male ideas about their polluting physi-
cality and their consequent inferior spirituality. These are stories
about the male desire to control the all-powerful mother in order to
subvert their early dependence on her love as well as their enduring
sexual dependence on other women.41

In all this it is hard to ignore the fact that it is the child who cor-
rects, admonishes, enlightens, and saves the parent, perhaps one of
childhood’s most cherished fantasies. These stories, and later rituals,
emphasize the female sinner and the male savior, and completely re-
verse the power relations of mother and child. In the process, as is
particularly clear in Chinese Buddhism, the mother is not in any way
exalted as she is in Daoism; rather she is made completely prosaic and
of interest to no one but her son.42

Chinese Buddhists engaged women in this process mainly through
the fear of damnation. This fear impelled mothers first to raise good
Buddhist children who will see to their salvation and secondly to make
sure that even as adults they remained good Buddhists. Additionally,
it armed them in their life-long right to control their sons and their
daughters-in-law.43 Daughters are brought in as an interesting aside.
Historically, it is highly unlikely that daughters could actually partici-
pate in their mother’s funeral ceremonies because that would involve
taking resources away from their husbands’ families and they owed
their allegiance to their husbands’ ancestors. Alternatively, daughters
were promised they could free all mothers by copying and propagating
this text. Not unimportantly, such acts of devotion increased women’s
chances of being saved from this hell when they died.44 Thus, the in-
volvement of daughters is shown to be a means of incorporating as
many women as possible into this ideology of female degradation and
salvation. Given the foregoing, the question arises, Where could women
go when they were saved?
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PURE LANDS
Belief in a divine realm of the gods, or heaven, is an ancient South
Asian religious idea absorbed by Buddhism. The LV actually begins in
Tu„ita Heaven,45 where the Buddha is said to have been waiting for
the right time to incarnate on earth. As he descended into his
mother’s womb, the future buddha Maitreya took his place, to await
his time to incarnate. Tu„ita Heaven is understood to be a purified
Buddha Land or a Pure Land (pari±uddham buddha„etram; dag pa’i
zhing) where the teachings of a Buddha hold sway. This sets up a di-
chotomy between pure and impure lands; pure lands have been puri-
fied by the presence and teachings of a buddha, in contrast to impure
lands that lack a buddha and his teachings.46 We will see that this
complements the dichotomy between pure men and impure women.
With the rise of MahÅyana Buddhism around the first century B.C.E.
Pure Lands begin to proliferate as the special realms of bodhisattvas
who, when they become buddhas, will create their own Pure Lands.
From that time forward Pure Lands were described in texts, such as
the SukhÅvat≠vyâha sâtras, and depicted in murals on the walls of tem-
ples and caves, and in paintings.47 MaœØalas became an important rit-
ual device for entry into these realms, while paintings and sculptures
were used to stimulate meditation upon them, and visualization prac-
tices enabled adepts to see themselves as present in the Pure Land.
Chinese Buddhist art particularly emphasized Buddhist heavens be-
cause devotion to Pure Lands became a separate cult of Buddhism in
China and later in medieval Japan.

Without Women
An important description of a Pure Land is contained in the opening
of the SukhÅvat≠vyâha Sâtras, where the Buddha lists the buddhas of
the past, focusing on DharmÅkara, who after achieving enlightenment
became the Buddha AmitÅbha. This Pure Land, called SukhÅvat≠ (Tib:
bDe ba can), the Land of Bliss, also known as the Western Paradise, is
the Pure Land encountered most often in literature and art. Its name,
sukha (bliss), sets up a contrast with duækha (suffering), the defining
characteristic of cyclical existence with its inevitable round of birth,
growing old, and death, followed by rebirth. It is depicted as a sweet-
smelling and beautiful garden with lotus ponds and trees made of
precious jewels, a place where the plants and birds preach the dharma
and all the needs of its inhabitants are satisfied. Rebirth here can be
achieved by a combination of good deeds and repeating, in some
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cases just hearing, the name of AmitÅbha Buddha.48 The simplicity of
its practice, repeating AmitÅbha’s name, made it accessible to vast
numbers of people who were illiterate or who could not pursue more
time-consuming practices. The recitation of his name could be done
while working at other tasks, such as farming or housework, though
ritualized recitation with a group of worshippers was also commonly
practiced.49 Rebirth in this paradise is one’s final incarnation, as Pure
Lands are by definition outside of cyclical existence and it is inevita-
ble that buddhahood will be achieved here. Needless to say, Pure
Land Buddhism became an extremely popular and widespread form
of worship throughout Asia.

In SukhÅvat≠ birth occurs by spontaneous generation (aupapÅduka)
in a lotus (Plates 15 and 16).50 No women are necessary and the whole
messy business of the womb and its pollution is neatly avoided. In
fact, women are excluded from this paradise, ensuring that this Pure
Land is free of menstrual pollution as well. The absence of women
and sexual reproduction in SukhÅvat≠ appears to be a self-fulfilling
prophecy given the cultural denigration of women coupled with their
exclusion from significant leadership roles in Buddhism, as well as
their exclusion from certain sacred sites. During earthly life men
achieve spiritual advancement by separating themselves from women
through all-male monastic institutions and lineages and by biologi-
cally distinguishing themselves as superior to women because they
are less polluted. Thus it should come as no surprise that by the time
men reach paradise their efforts to exclude women are represented as
being completely successful; paradise, a Pure Land, is by definition a
land without women, a land of stable masculinity unthreatened by
women.51 Pure Land sâtras make this clear when they advise women
that upon hearing AmitÅbha’s name they should learn to despise the
female state—then they will be reborn in SukhÅvat≠ as males and
never again be born as a female.52 Ironically, Pure Land Buddhism,
primarily through its emphasis on devotion and the simple practice of
reciting AmitÅbha’s name, made Buddhism more accessible to women,
especially given the pollution fears that excluded women from many
important monasteries. The fact that Buddha is said to have first
preached about this Pure Land to a woman, the Indian Queen Vaideh≠,
certainly opened its practice to women.53

Interestingly, SukhÅvat≠ seems to be based on Indra’s heaven,
TrÅyastrim±a, where one is also born through lotuses, not wombs. Fe-
males are, however, residents of Indra’s heaven, though in subordi-
nate positions, as ap±aras, beautiful and sensual companions for the
male gods.54 As discussed in chapter 5, the ap±aras were the reason the
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Buddha took his half-brother Nanda there, to get him to forget about
the earthly beauty of his wife. Although Buddhists could be born into
Indra’s heaven through their good karma, inevitably it would run out
and they would pass to another, presumably lower rebirth, since the
motivation for spiritual advancement in this sensual and luxurious
heaven is slight. In contrast, birth in SukhÅvat≠ is permanent and there
is no sexual activity. The Lotus Sâtra is explicit on these points when it
reiterates that women are not born there and declares that “sexual in-
tercourse is absolutely unknown” in this realm.55

Iconography and some texts contradict this exclusion of women in
that ap±aras are occasionally depicted in SukhÅvat≠, as is Avalo-
kite±vara/Kuan Yin.56 Avalokite±vara and MahÅsthÅmaprÅpta are
male celestial bodhisattvas who act as AmitÅbha’s assistants, respec-
tively representing his mercy and wisdom. The earliest representa-
tions of Avalokite±vara are male, and even though s/he is later
feminized, this sex-changing deity cannot really be thought of as “all-
female,” nor can a celestial bodhisattva or an ap±ara be equated with
human women.

As mentioned in chapter 12, a well-known text about a woman’s
vow to become a buddha and create a Pure Land is the Lion’s Roar of
Queen ÷r≠mÅlÅ. It was composed in south India in the third century
C.E.57 and presents ÷r≠mÅlÅ as a queen who lived at the time of the Bud-
dha. When the Buddha preached to her, he made the prediction that
she would become a buddha and he briefly described her Pure Land.
Here no one will be born as an animal, a ghost or a hell being. There
will be no suffering of old age or sickness; instead all the inhabitants
will be virtuous, strong and beautiful, and they will possess longevity
and great happiness.58 The text does not specify whether ÷r≠mÅlÅ will
change into a male or not, which Chinese commentaries on the text
discussed at length.59 The ÷r≠mÅlÅ is later than and differs from the
SukhÅvat≠vyâha Sâtras in important ways. In the SukhÅvat≠vyâha Sâtras
the Buddha does all the preaching to a queen and it contains the state-
ment that women must despise the female state. In the ÷r≠mÅlÅ, the
queen gives a very important preaching on buddha nature and it does
not contain any explicitly antifemale statements. Further, having been
composed in south India places the ÷r≠mÅlÅ in a different social setting,
one that seems to have been friendlier to women, as we have seen in
the discussion of the woman-centered Manimekhalaï. Thus it is possible
that becoming male was not an original requirement for rebirth in
÷r≠mÅlÅ’s Pure Land, but the absence of a specific statement that fe-
males could be born there allowed latter commentators to interpret it
within the context of the SukhÅvat≠vyâha Sâtras.
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In contrast to Queen ÷r≠mÅlÅ, another example of a female’s vow to
become a buddha is the story of an eight year old girl, Sumati, from
the MahÅratnakâÊa. The description of her Pure Land is that there will
be no evil, no evil destinies, or even “the name of woman.”61 In other
words, there will be no women.62 As discussed in chapter 12, Sumati
emphasized this by performing an act of truth in order to change her
female body into a male body.63 Similarly, the Sutra of the Buddha
Teaching the Seven Daughters, which is the story of seven sisters who
leap into the air and without apparent reason change into boys upon
hearing they will become buddhas, also has a short description of
their Pure Land. The text does not specify that women will not be al-
lowed, but the transformation of the girls into boys strongly suggests
that this will be the case.64

With Women
The woman-friendly nature of ÷r≠mÅlÅ’s Pure Land is echoed in more
specific detail in the Ak„obhyavyâha. This is a description of the celes-
tial buddha Ak„obhya’s Pure Land called Abhirati, which not only in-
cludes women, but also has procreation, albeit by the male gaze that
instantly transports the gazer into meditative absorption rather than
sexual activity. For women, pregnancy is not uncomfortable and there
is no menstruation. Abhirati has all the characteristics of other Pure
Lands, all sukha and no duækha. It is very beautiful and clothing, food,
and drink appear when they are desired.60 But both ÷r≠mÅlÅ’s and
Ak„obhya’s Pure Lands were overwhelmed by the proliferation of the
all-male SukhÅvat≠ and other male-only Pure Lands.

Some pure lands, however, are terrestrial, they are hidden lands, in-
visible to all but the most developed beings. The possible immanence
of these lands and their explicit connection to the earth seems to allow
for the presence of women. For instance, the Pure Land of Shambhala
(Tib: bDe ‘byung, meaning “source of happiness”)65 includes women.
Paintings of Rudrachakrin, the last king of Shambhala, sometimes de-
pict his queen as well as both mild and fierce ØÅkin≠s.

Shambhala is said to be a beautiful land with a righteous king, a
land that is both immanent and transcendent. It is envisioned as a fer-
tile land of valleys and mountains hidden deep within several rings of
snow-covered mountain ranges lying somewhere to the north of
India. Eight regions surround the central capital where the king, a
benevolent and fully enlightened being, rules from a palace con-
structed of precious jewels. Its residents live in perfect harmony and
happiness as all their needs are met. Everyone has long, healthy lives
but eventually they do die; most go on to enlightenment and others
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are reborn once again in Shambhala or in similar divine realms. The
main activity in this kingdom is the pursuit of spiritual enlighten-
ment, which is easily achieved in its environment and through the
teachings of the KÅlacakra Tantra (the wheel of time), an extremely eso-
teric teaching said to have been taught by the Buddha and then pre-
served for centuries in Shambhala.66 The KÅlacakra Tantra consists of
teachings about the physical world, especially time and astrology; the
psychic world of the subtle body; and visualization practices. During
the tenth century very advanced Tibetan yogis were said to have jour-
neyed to Shambhala through visions and dreams in order to retrieve
this text and its commentaries. Tibetans believe that initiation into the
KÅlacakra teachings assures rebirth in Shambhala.67

Shambhala is also the focus of apocalyptic beliefs. An important
prophecy about Shambhala is that during the reign of its twenty-fifth
king, around the year 2425, a great war will engulf the whole world.
At that time, just when all seems lost, a great army will march forth
from Shambhala to conquer the opposing forces. Peace will be re-
stored throughout the world, ushering in a golden age.

Another important terrestrial Pure Land is Padmasambhava’s Glo-
rious Copper-Colored Mountain (zangs mdog dpal ri), said to be on the
island of Chamara, south of India, an island populated with rÅk„asas.68

There is a short description of this land in Padmsambhava’s biogra-
phy (cantos 97 and 107), which locates it in Sri Lanka.69 Paintings
show Yeshe Tsogyel and MandÅravÅ there, along with many ØÅkin≠s
(Plate 14). Glorious Copper-Colored Mountain penetrates down into
the domain of the nÅgas, while its middle section touches the Land of
ÆÅkin≠s, and its peak is in the sphere of the gods.70

The Land of ÆÅkin≠s (Tib: mKha’ ‘gro’i gling), variously called UØØi-
yÅna, Odiyana, Orgyan, Urgyan, and so on, is said to be in the Swat val-
ley of present-day Pakistan, the birthplace of Padmasambhava. So, it is
an actual place with a history of tantric practice at the same time that it
is a mystical Pure Land. Liz Wilson embellishes on its multiple mean-
ings when she compares this seemingly all-woman realm with that of
the island of the cannibalistic yak„≠s we met in the ValÅhassa JÅtaka. She
says, it “is both a locus of otherness and an idealized potential within
the self—the enlightened mind inherent in all sentient beings. Odiyana
is, then, not a distant land in which a man finds himself stranded and
eaten alive but a region in which the impure mind (that generates such
desire- and fear-based fantasies) is transcended.”71

More detailed descriptions of the Land of ÆÅkin≠s are contradictory.
For instance, Milarepa’s biography is filled with ØÅkin≠s; it even begins
with Milarepa’s disciple Rechungpa having a dream that that he is in
“the enchanting country called Urgyan.” He sees a great city with
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houses made of precious materials and whose inhabitants possess
tremendous beauty and are richly adorned, and where he is warmly
welcomed.72

Yeshe Tsogyel’s biography presents a darker picture of her vision-
ary journey to Orgyan. She sees a land where

the fruit trees were like razors, the ground was plastered with
meat, the mountains were bristling piles of skeletons and the clods
of earth and stone were scattered fragments of bone. In the center
of this maœØala was an immeasurable palace built of skulls and wet
[still bleeding] and dry heads, and the ceilings and door-blinds
were made of human skin. At a radius of a hundred thousand
leagues the palace was ringed by a circle of volcanoes, a wall of va-
jras, a perimeter of falling thunderbolts, a ring of eight cemeteries
and a wall of beautiful lotuses. Within this boundary were flocks
of flesh-eating blood-drinking birds and crowds of demon sav-
ages, male and female, and other brutes, all of whom surrounded
me glaring at me threateningly, but thereafter they acted with nei-
ther hostility nor friendliness.73

All this contrasts sharply with Rechungpa’s peaceful dream vision.
Yeshe Tsogyel’s vision also describes many ØÅkin≠s mutilating their
bodies, carving off flesh, ripping veins for blood, even cutting out
eye-balls and internal organs to give as offerings to the chief ØÅkin≠.74

Of course, this points to the ambivalence of the ØÅkin≠, who can appear
as a beautiful woman or a revolting hag, who can be consoling or who
can fill an adept with terror. They are tantric initiatory goddesses and
sometimes living women possessed of tremendous spiritual power,
and their imagery, as in Yeshe Tsogyel’s vision, can be as terrifying as
any tantric gathering in a cremation ground.

ÆÅkin≠s initiate adepts through dreams and visions, and as sexual
partners; rarely as direct teachers within their own female lineage.75

The Sanskrit term ØÅkin≠ was translated into Tibetan as mkha’ ‘gro ma,
meaning “sky-goer”—they cross over between realms, that of samsÅra
and nirvÅœa and that of the living and the dead. Consequently, ØÅkin≠s
can confer enlightenment, they can take one beyond death. More
broadly, they have an important salvational role in that they can be-
stow siddhis, the supernormal powers that lead to enlightenment.
They represent a well-known theme in world religion and mythology,
that of male dependence on a female guide in order to complete their
quests, win their goal, or achieve enlightenment. Wisdom and insight
(prajñÅ) are feminine terms in South Asian languages as well as other
religious traditions, and they are frequently personified by goddesses
or semidivine women whose aid must be won in order to succeed in
gaining spiritual knowledge or power.76 This has never, however,
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translated in a higher status for women in social reality because Bud-
dhism disempowers actual women while empowering imaginary
women. In effect, female imagery is used to conquer a fear of female
powers.77

In my earlier study of Buddhist dreams I argued that male Bud-
dhists both co-opt women’s subjectivity for themselves and deny the
subjectivity of real women. I have been influenced in my thinking on
this point by Luce Irigaray, one of the most elegant articulators of the
male co-optations of women’s speech and subjectivity.78 In a broad
Buddhist context, this point is made repeatedly by Wilson and Camp-
bell.79 In the present context of the Land of ÆÅkin≠s, Campbell makes
the point that men as well as women can enter this supposed women-
only realm through dreams, meditation, or as a future destination
upon dying. This is completely “unlike the strictures of exclusivity
which seem to surround issues regarding the male gender.”80 She
makes an additional important point that “the male body resists en-
croachment by that of the female, [and] further strengthens its own
subjectivity by depriving the female body of hers.”81 She elaborates
on this point:

Given that there are no mirror-like comparisons between the
male and female domains, the symbolic female, whilst carefully
not resting in the control of women, is incorporated completely
into the patriarchal system. This enables the men of the lineage to
speak not only for themselves, the symbolic male buddha, and his
descendents in the lineage, but also on behalf of the divine female,
in a way which is quite plainly denied to women. The implications
of this gender bias are not just that, at a simplistic level, male
power is equated with dominance, but that the complex philoso-
phy which appears to offer models of symbolisms to both men and
women actually fails to achieved egalitarianism at the everyday
level. This failure is encoded again and again in the commentaries
concerning the dakini, whose symbolic presence is interpreted
from a point of view which consistently defers to the position of
the guru as male and the female as complementary.82

Several points can be made about the gender ideology portrayed in
these various spiritual and legendary lands. To begin with, as on
earth, men can freely enter women’s spaces, sacred or secular—they
can even enter women’s hells—because unlike women, men are not
thought of as polluting. Connected with this is the curious fact that
men do not seem to be polluted nor to fear pollution or punishment
when they enter female spaces. The complete opposite is the case for
women: they pollute any restricted male enclave they enter: restricted
areas of monasteries and pilgrimage sites, and even heavens. And
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women will be prevented and/or punished if they try to do so. Under-
neath this inconsistent rhetoric of pollution lies the male perspective
that what women do is not important—women can be interrupted,
they are there to assist and serve men, and finally, it is a good idea to
keep an eye on what they are doing because left to their own devices,
unsupervised by men, women are sure to be doing the wrong thing.
The logical outcome is that male-only Pure Lands proliferate, there
are some mixed-sex Pure Lands, but there absolutely are not any
women-only Pure Lands.
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vol. 2, 569–71; and Ei’ichiro Ishida, “Mother-Son Deities,” History of Religions
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Traditions (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1991), 102–35.
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228 • Courtesans and Tantric Consorts

temples and stâpas in Kathmandu, ibid., 152, fn. 60, though in the MV ver-
sion she is one of MÅra’s daughters. The wife is depicted as a child-eater,
similar to HÅrit≠ before her conversion.

19. Allione, Women of Wisdom, 105.
20. The Dharmalabdha JÅtaka in MahÅvastu AvadÅna, ed. Radhagovinda Basak

(Calcutta: Sanskrit College, 1968), III.367–86, trans. by Jones, MV, III. 274–87.
21. Cole, Mothers and Sons, 163.
22. Momoko Takemi, “ ‘Menstruation Sutra’ Belief in Japan,” Japanese Journal of

Religious Studies 10.2–3 (June–September 1983): 229.
23. Cole, Mothers and Sons, 80. See also his subtle and detailed analysis of this

sâtra and related practices in China, ibid., respectively, 197–214 and 80–102. I
briefly discuss this hell in chapters 2 and 11 herein.

24. See, e.g., Cole, Mothers and Sons, 178.
25. Takemi, “ ‘Menstruation Sutra,’ “ 231–32. She also presents a history of this

text in Japan.
26. Takemi is ambivalent on this point, but I think it is a matter of translation

problems rather than believing women are born there with women’s bodies.
See the discussion of Pure Lands, below.

27. Takemi discusses various ceremonies involving the text, such as throwing it
into a river and in specially constructed Blood Ponds, as amulets, and its
continuing use in Zen sects where it is given to women during their initia-
tions mainly as an amulet to purify their worship while menstruating, “
‘Menstruation Belief,’ “ 240–45.

28. Vivian-Lee Nyitray, “Auspcious and Inauspicious,” in EOW, vol. I, 73–75.
Cole briefly discusses some modern practices in Taiwan and Hong Kong,
Mothers and Sons, 198–99.

29. Takemi, “ ‘Menstruation Belief,’ “ 240–45.
30. Stephen F. Teiser gives the conservative estimate for this story being in circu-

lation by the fifth century C.E. in “The Ritual Behind the Opera: A Fragmen-
tary Ethnography of the Ghost Festival A.D. 400–1900,” in Johnson, Ritual
Opera, Operatic Ritual, 19 and 198. An earlier scholar dates one version of the
story, the Avalambana Sâtra, to before the third century C.E. Waddell quotes
this sâtra, Buddhism of Tibet, 98–99.

In addition to his other supernatural powers, in the SuttavibhaÙga of the
Vinaya MaudgalyÅyana is able to see the suffering of the dead and to under-
stand its cause, thus he is a good choice for this role. Horner, Book of the Dis-
cipline, vol. I 181–88.

31. Teiser, “ The Ritual Behind the Opera,” 192.
32. See Teiser’s discussion of this festival, The Ghost Festival in Medieval China,

passim.
33. Johnson, Preface, to Ritual Opera, Operatic Ritual, vii.
34. Gary Seaman, “The Sexual Politics of Karmic Retribution,” in The Anthropol-

ogy of Taiwanese Society, ed. Emily Martin Ahern and Hill Gates (Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 1981), 388.

35. Cole, Mothers and Sons, 168.
36. Interestingly enough, there is a female version of Mu-lien’s story. It is the story

of princess Miao-shan, an incarnation of Kuan Yin, who descends to the Hell of
the Bloody Pond to free women. Reed, “The Gender Symbolism of Kuan-yin
Bodhisattva,” 161, 166. This must be connected to the gender switch of male
Avalokite±vara into female Kuan Yin, because Avalokite±vara, out of his great
compassion, was known to visit hell beings in order to save them, e.g., Holt,
Buddha in the Crown, 47. See the discussion of this gender switch in chapter 12.



Other Lands/Other Realities • 229

37. Seaman, “Sexual Politics,” 389.
38. Cole, Mothers and Sons, 85–86.
39. Cole makes a similar point, ibid., 86.
40. Ibid., 203.
41. The parallels to Bennett’s study of differences in goddess worship among

Nepalese women and men are quite informative. Dangerous Wives, chapter 7,
261–308.

42. See Cole on these points, Mothers and Sons, especially 227–28.
43. Cole discusses women’s responses to these texts and rituals, ibid., 231–34.
44. Ibid., 208–10.
45. Chapters 2 to 5 of the LV take place in Tu„ita Heaven, which is described in

terms quite similar to Indra’s heaven, discussed below, including the pres-
ence of ap±aras, LV, II.22, III.11, and IV.22.

46. Fujita Kátatsu, “Pure and Impure Lands,” in EOR, vol. 12, 90–91. See also
Paul Williams’s thoroughgoing discussion of various Pure Lands and their
buddhas, MahÅyÅna Buddhism: The Doctrinal Foundations (London and New
York: Routledge: 1989), 215–76.

47. See, for example, the Chinese caves of Dazu, which also depict Buddhist
hells, Bai Ziran, Dazu Grottoes, no page numbers. There are more than two
hundred and fifty paintings of AmitÅbha’s paradise at Dunhuang as well,
An-yi Pan, “Paradise with Strings Attached: Pure Land Death Ritual and
Matrons’ Predestined Male Birth,” Oriental Art xlvii.4 (2001): 32–37.

48. The SukhÅvat≠vyâha Sâtras exist in two versions, the smaller and the larger,
and differ from each other on the major point of how to achieve rebirth in
this heaven. The smaller stresses just having faith in and reciting the name of
AmitÅba, while the larger requires good works along with faith and recita-
tion. See Cowell, Buddhist MahÅyÅna Texts, Part II, viii–ix.

Some Tibetans believed they could be born there through the practice of
transference of consciousness (‘pho wa), Tucci, TPS, 350 and 365.

49. See, for example, Daniel B. Stevenson, “Pure Land Buddhist Worship and
Meditation in China,” in Lopez, Buddhism in Practice, 359–79, and Erik
Zürcher, “AmitÅbha,” in EOR, vol. 1., 235–37.

50. Cowell, Buddhist MahÅyÅna Texts, Part II, 62.
51. Paul makes a similar point, but in relation to the Oedipus complex, Tibetan

Symbolic World, 96.
52. For example, Cowell, Buddhist MahÅyÅna Texts, Part II, 19.
53. Discussed in chapter 2.
54. Waddell, Lamaism, 85–89.
55. Kern, Saddharma-PuœØar≠ka, XXII, 389, and XXIV.31.
56. Ziran, Dazu Grottoes, no page numbers. See also, Tucci, TPS, pl. 49, which

shows five adoring goddesses beside AmitÅbha while he resides in this par-
adise.

57. Alex and Hideko Wayman, The Lion’s Roar of Queen ÷r≠mÅlÅ (New York: Co-
lumbia University Press, 1974), 1–2.

58. Paul, Women in Buddhism, 294–95; and Wayman, Lion’s Roar, 63.
59. Paul, Women in Buddhism, 286–87.
60. Williams, Mahayana Buddhism, 243–47.
61. Paul, Women in Buddhism, 207, 209.
62. Barnes finds the language ambiguous as to whether there will be no women

or no ideas of gender differences, “Changing the Female Body,” 62, n. 29. See
the discussion in chapter 12 herein.

63. Ibid., 178–80.



230 • Courtesans and Tantric Consorts

64. Paul, Women in Buddhism, 22–23.
65. Actual guides (lam yig) to Shambhala have been written. See Edwin Marshall

Bernbaum, The Way to Shambhala: A Search for the Mythical Kingdom beyond the
Himalayas (Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1980); and John Newman, “Itin-
eraries to Sambhala,” in Cabezón and Jackson, Tibetan Literature, 485–99.

66. The Buddha is said to have preached this at AmarÅvat≠ in South India one
year after his enlightenment, KÅlacakra Tantra: Rite of Initiation for the Stage of
Generation, ed. and trans. Jeffrey Hopkins (London: Wisdom, 1985), 58.

67. It is of interest to note that the present Dalai Lama has begun initiating large
groups of people into the KÅlacakra Tantra, thereby putting them on the path
to reincarnate in Shambhala. Given the loss of Tibetan independence in the
1950s to the People’s Republic of China and the unlikelihood that Tibetan in-
dependence will ever be regained, it would seem that the Dalai Lama, a
widely respected religious leader and a recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize, is
preparing for a future, final confrontation between the forces of good and
evil while offering despairing Tibetans the promise of rebirth in a mystical
Tibet. See Donald Lopez for more on these points, Prisoners of Shangri-La: Ti-
betan Buddhism and the West (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press,
1998), 181–207.

68. In some ways Padmsambhava’s departure to this land is reminiscent of the
ValÅhassa JÅtaka, for he too leaves Tibet on a winged horse; Douglas and
Bays, Life, 738.

69. Ibid., 739.
70. Rhie and Thurman, Wisdom & Compassion, 181, 363, and 476–77, plates 50,

149, 232. Tucci, TPS, 617, n. 295.
71. Liz Wilson, “Lands, Mythic,” 570.
72. Life of Milarepa, 9–10.
73. Dowman, Sky Dancer, 65–66; Stag-÷am, Life of Lady Ye-÷es, f. 116, l.3-f.117, l.2.
74. Dowman, Sky Dancer, 66; Stag-÷am, Life of Lady Ye-÷es, f.117.
75. Campbell makes this point very well, Traveller in Space, 130. But see Diem-

berger, “Lhakama,” on an all-female lineage that appropriates the term
ØÅkin≠ for themselves, 143.

76. I have argued these points at greater length in Dreaming in the Lotus, 147–62.
For a brief discussion of some further examples, see “Wisdom as Feminine”
in Young, An Anthology of Sacred Texts, xxi–xxii, and various entries in the
index under “Feminine.” Nathan Katz, “Anima and mKha’-’gro-ma: A Criti-
cal Comparative Study of Jung and Tibetan Buddhism,” Tibet Journal 2.3
(1977): 113–43, is an interesting discussion of ØÅkin≠s as guides.

77. Bennett, Dangerous Wives, makes this point in relation to male worship and
propitiation of fierce female deities in Nepal, 261–308.

78. See, for example, “The Three Genres,” in The Irigaray Reader, ed. Margaret
Whitford (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), 140–53, and Irigaray, Sexes and Genealogies.

79. Wilson, Charming Cadavers, 12–13, 154–57, 181–84; and Campbell, Traveller in
Space, especially 130–31 and 189–91.

80. Campbell, Traveller in Space, 130.
81. Ibid., 130.
82. Ibid., 131.



231

CONCLUSION

Beginning with the biographies of the Buddha, this study has ex-
amined Buddhist practices and beliefs about gender, sexuality, and
family life primarily as they are revealed in biographical texts, iconog-
raphy, and rituals. Sexuality was examined both from within family
life among wives and husbands and outside of it among courtesans
and tantric practitioners. Attitudes toward procreation and the par-
ent/child relationship were also explored in terms of medical theory,
rituals, and the ideology of karma. This exploration of what it meant
and continues to mean to be Buddhist, gendered, and sexual has re-
vealed anxieties about the stability of masculinity and argued that the
symbolic inclusion of femaleness was accompanied by the actual ex-
clusion of real women.

My focus has been on women, but this inevitably led to men, re-
vealing male fears of female sexuality and pollution, and anxieties
about the loss of masculinity. We have seen the early celebration of
women’s auspicious powers of procreation in the iconography of the
Buddha’s mother, Queen MÅyÅ, its later elaboration in narratives
about courtesans and female tantric consorts, and its apotheosis in
ØÅkin≠s, goddesses and female celestial bodhisattvas. In tandem with
these articulations about women and the feminine we have seen am-
bivalent expressions of male reproductive power in ideas about fa-
therhood beginning with the Buddha’s father, King ÷uddhodana, the
Buddha himself as father, and its apotheosis in the notion of the spiri-
tual father, the guru.

Additional gendered themes surfaced in the abundant literature on
sex change, lands without men, and heavens without women. These
presented negative images of womanhood, and fractured images of
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masculinity that revealed its fragility. By relegating self-definition to
an opposing other, in this case to not being female, monks and laymen
made themselves vulnerable to the very women they endowed with
unrealistic powers. The restrictions they placed on women only
served to increase male anxiety about female sexuality and pollution.

Some of the biographies and certain texts about sex change were
shown to be important indications that such views did not go unques-
tioned, yet these negative ideas about women were the basis for be-
liefs and practices in the past and continue to be so in the present.

Buddhism was assimilated by astonishingly diverse populations
and belief systems. It adjusted to these new cultural environments by
accepting local practices and by promulgating its own beliefs and
practices. It exerted a cultural influence by directing indigenous be-
liefs toward Buddhist ends, such as accepting local deities as part of
the Buddhist pantheon, and being tolerant of social attitudes. In terms
of gender and sexuality, Buddhist monks, who for the most part were
the primary shapers of Buddhist ideology, accepted the gender dis-
tinctions around them in ways that not only left them intact, but actu-
ally served both to maintain them and to blame women for their
existence. This can be seen even in the spread of Buddhism to the
West. When a western woman converts to Buddhism and wears the
Blood Bowl Sâtra as an amulet we see how unthinkingly these notions
enter practice. It was the same in the past, as was shown by promi-
nent women who were exceptions to the rule, such as great saints and
incarnations, but who were not necessarily freed from negative Bud-
dhist views about women. But the West has also influenced Buddhism,
as is shown by the fact that some western women have successfully
taken on leadership roles in Buddhist centers. Additionally, due to
western colonialism and affluence, and now jet-age travel, westerners
have influenced Buddhism in Asia, most notably in the discussion of
female ordination.

The wisest teachings of Buddhism say that one must move beyond
gender, beyond all dualities, but its rhetoric in texts, iconography, and
ritual demonstrates an urge to co-opt and control creative female
powers that ends up diminishing women and exalting men. It is my
hope that this book has pinpointed some of Buddhism’s cultural bag-
gage in relation to gender. History has shown us that Buddhism has
continually adjusted its ideas about gender and it can adjust again.
Changes need to be made that acknowledge past excesses and that
create a future in which both women and men can pursue enlighten-
ment free from false views about what it means to be gendered.
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Pl. 1 Buddha, earth-touching pose. Courtesy of the Division of
Anthropology, American Museum of Natural History, 70.0/6937.



Pl. 2 Infant Buddha in jewel casket (detail of Plate 1).



Pl. 3 Fetal development. Courtesy of the Division of Anthropology,
American Museum of Natural History, 70.3/5468. Late twentieth century,
from the atelier of Romio Shrestha, Kathmandu, Nepal.



Pl. 4 Woman as medical sidebar. Courtesy of the Division of Anthropology,
American Museum of Natural History, 70.3/5471. Late twentieth century,
from the atelier of Romio Shrestha, Kathmandu, Nepal.



Pl. 5 Sexuality in medical text. Courtesy of the Division of Anthropology,
American Museum of Natural History, 70.3/5483. Late twentieth century,
from the atelier of Romio Shrestha, Kathmandu, Nepal.



Pl. 6 KÅlacakra in yab/yum. Courtesy of the Division of Anthropology,
American Museum of Natural History, 70.0/7198.



Pl. 7 Vairocana in yab/yum. Courtesy of the Division of Anthropology,
American Museum of Natural History, 70.2/3222.



Pl. 8 TÅrÅ in dominant position with her consort, the celestial Buddha
Amoghasiddhi. They are surrounded by four other celestial buddhas and
their consorts. Western Tibet, fifteenth century. Image #779. Courtesy of the
Shelley & Donald Rubin Collection. http://www.himalayanart.org



Pl. 9 The goddess of wealth VasudhÅrÅ with her consort, the god of wealth
Jambhala, on her left thigh. Gyantse, Tibet, fifteenth century. Photograph by
Franco Ricca.



Pl. 10 MahÅsiddha Virupa with standing barmaid. Tibet, thirteenth century,
The Kronos Collections. 



Pl. 11 VajravÅrÅh≠ with khaÊvÅÙga. Central Tibet, c. 1200. Courtesy of the
Division of Anthropology, American Museum of Natural History, 70.0/6958.



Pl. 12 The celestial Buddha Vairochana flanked by the female celestial
bodhisattvas Green TÅrÅ and Vajradhateshvara. Tibet, fourteenth century,
Private Collection. Used with permission.



Pl. 13 Woman siddha in yab/yum. Courtesy of the Division of Anthropology,
American Museum of Natural History, 70.2/3486C.



Pl. 14 Padmasambhava, Yeshe Tsogyel, and MandÅravÅ on Copper
Mountain Heaven. Tibet, late eighteenth to early nineteenth century, The
Collection of the Newark Museum, 69.35. Purchase 1969 the Member’s Fund.



Pl. 15 AmitÅbha in SukhÅvat≠, Taima Mandara, seventeenth century, Edo
period Japan, ink, color, gold on silk, 43.25'' � 37''. Denver Art Museum
Collection, given in honor of Isaac Newton Phelps Stokes by John Davis
Hatch, 1971.64. Photography by the Denver Art Museum.



Pl. 16 Rebirth in Lotuses (detail of Plate 15).
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