
Society for the Study of Pali and Buddhist Culture

NII-Electronic Library Service

Society  for  theStudy  of  Pali  and  Buddhist  Culture

  Contribution of  1lantric Women
fbr Promotion ofBuddhism  in India

Bela Bhattacharya

1. Introduction

    It has been observed,  from the Vedic period down to the Buddhist age,
that women  in India, at  least quite a  few amongst  them, held high positions
in the  society. The  names  ofMaitreyi,  G5tgi etc. in Pre-Buddhist age, i. e.
in the Vedic period, are  immortal ones.  So is the case  with  Jainism where
we  come  across  with  the names  ofBrammft  and  Sundari(i), two  sisters who

were  eminent  Alijas in Jainism. In Buddha's period, too, women  devotees

and  Theris like Mahapaj apati Gotami(2), Ybsodhara(3), Ambapali{4) and  a host
ofother  women  devotees ofBuddha's  period occupied  a very  lofty place in
Buddhism. Their entry  into the Safigha was  not  a  facile one.  Buddha  was

very  much  opposed  to the idea of  permitting women  into the Safigha, but
he gave his consent  ultimately.  Buddha, however, cautioned  that this would

not  augur  well  fbr the Sahgha in years to come.  His apprehensions  proved
correct.

    The split  in the Safigha started,  mainly,  on  the question ofinterpretation

of  the sayings  of  Buddha  as  well  as  on  the topic of  discipline on  the part
of  monks.  The controversy  gathered momentum  as councils  were  held to
settle the issue. The  dispute centred  around  stands  taken by the orthodox
elders  and  the radicalists.  The latter, known as the Mahasafighikas, formed
a school  of  thought of  their own.  The difference of  opinion  as regards  the

procedure to attain  the goal with  its change  of  conception  was  responsible,

mainly,  fbr the split. The  adherents  of  the MahEyana  (the great vehicle)
believed every  being in the world  has the potentiality of  Bodhisattvahood
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on  condition  of  attaining  perfect knowledge and  having a  universal

compasslon.

2. Transition from Mahayana  to Tfintric Buddhism

    The exponents  ofMah5y5na,  in apprehension  ofthe  difficulties ofthe

common  people to grasp high philosophical sophistications,  called  other

Hinayanists and  gave  the dispensation that Bodhisattva is attainable  through

the cultivation  of  sacred  hymns(S). Thus, Mahayfina Buddhism,  with  the

passage of  time, got divided into two  parts, Madhyamika and  Ybgacdra.

In the initial stage  of  the Mantrayana, which  was  a  branch of  Mahayana,

the component  parts of  Tantra, such  as  chanting  of  Mantras, resorting  to

postures and  gestures, different types of  meditations  and  obeisance  and

Ybgic practices etc. were  predominant. The  most  striking trait of  Vajrayana

lies in the concept  ofVajra,  i.e. SUnyatfi or  void(6).

    Hinayana, in the process, with  its ramifications  (Theravada,
Mahasafighika etc.) gradually receded  from its birth place and  started

flourishing mainly  in Sri-Lahk5, Myanmar,  Thailand and  Cambodia  etc.

That is perhaps the reason  Hinayana  is sometimes  termed  as Southern

Buddhism. Mahay5na,  in other  words,  K51acakrayana, Vajrayana and

Sahajayfina kept the whole  of  the eastern  India being rncsmerised  fbr about

four hundred years between eighth  century  A.D. and  twelfth century  A.D.

Sahajayana is the ultimate  stage  of  VajrayEna. Sahajayfina aims  at attaining

perfect bliss. From  this point ofview)  nirvana  implies bliss, No  Sanskrit

texts Nvritten by the advocates  of  Sahajayana are  available.  It is possible to

have a  rough  idea of  Sahaj ayana  through  the translation of  Tibetan texts and

also old  Bengali sources.  Those who  are  known  as Siddhacaryas in Tibet

are  preachers of  Sahajay5na. This Sahajayfina had a  profound influence

on  Magadha, Orissa, Bengal  and  KamarOpa  between tenth and  twelfth

century  A.D. The fbllowers of  Sahajayana, in course  oftime,  exerted  much

influence, directly or  indirectly, on  the popular religions,  practices and
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customs  ofthe  religious  cults,  such  as Vaisrpava, Aul Baul and  Sufi.

3. Siddhacfiryas, Caryapadas and  Vernacular ofBengal

    SiddhEc5ryas are  those preceptors who  attained  perfection and

belonged to the Bauddha Sahajiya Cult. They composed  quite a  few  songs

which  are  rather  familiar as  Carya-padas, Dr. Shashibhusan Dasgupta states

in his "Obscure
 Religious Cults" that poems which  are  popularly known

as  caryfipadas  (literally verses  on  practices) were  first published by Mm.
   'H.

 Sastri under  the caption  of  Carya-Carya-ViniScayah, which  was  the

title fbund in the Nepalese Manuscript. Mm.  Bidhusekhara Bhattacharya,

however, suggested  that the  correct  caption  should  be-AScarya-Carya-

Caya (a collection  of  verses  on  mystic  practices), which  was  fbund in the

commentary  of  Munidatta in the opening  verse(7}.  Though  doubt has been

cast  from some  quarters as  to whether  the linguistic character  ofthe  Carya-

padas is genuine Bengali, Dr. S. K. Chatteijee, after  a thorough  examination

of  the linguistic character  of  these songs,  has emphatically  expressed  his

opinion  that the language of  the Caryas was  the genuine vernacular  of

Bengal at its best. The language of  the Dohas which  was  published with

songs,  was  admittedly  Western Apabhramsa ... 
"Leaving

 aside  purely

linguistic questions, if we  discuss the nature  of  these Dohfis and  songs

from the religious,  cultural  and  literary points ofview,  we  shall  find that

they belong to no  particular province of  India but may  be regarded  as

representative  ofthe  earliest  stage  of  Indo-Aryan vernacular  religious  poetry

inasmuch as their influence in thought and  presentation on  a  considerable

portion of  the medieval  vernacular  literature of  Western, Northern and

Eastern India is palpable"(8}. Apart from these personalities, there appeared

a man  who  refused  to remain  satisfied  only  with  the mastery  over  Tibetan

language and  going through  the 
'Iletngyur.

 He  is Rahul Safikriyayana, the

great scholaff9). In search  of  India's lost wealth  and  gloryi he travelled not

only  once  but fbur times to Tibet, in the guise ofa  Lama.  He  brought back,
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secretlM  huge number  of  books, papers and  manuscripts  all of  which  had

been lost in India, along  with  some  of  paintings, examples  of  fine arts etc.

He  searched  out  the biography ofeighty  numbers  ofSiddhas  who  composed

the Caryapadas and  also  
`Dohakosa'

 ofSiddha  Saraha.(iO)
                              t

    With the publication of  Mm.  H. Sastri's 
"Thousand

 Years Old Buddhist

Songs and  Dohas  in Bengali", the culmination  of  age-old  Buddhist heritage

vvas  reached.  The poets of  Caryapada tmed  the negative  path of  Nirvana

into the source  of  natural  erijoyment.(ii) The composers  of  Caryapada are

known  as Siddhacfiryas and,  as  already  stated,  they number  eighty  fbur.

But that number  is not  exhaustive.  Dr. P. C. Bagchi brought more  Dohfis

into light. Papdit Sankrityayana discovered even  larger numbers  of  Doh5s
                                           '

of  Saraha-pida. They  were  not  included in Mm.  H. Sastri's list. This later

addition  results  in much  larger number  of  Caryapadas. These Doh5s  and

songs  ofCaryapada  are presumed to have been composed  during the time of

Pala kings ofBengal  which  lasted from 8th to 12'h century  A.D. It, however,

is not  possible to state  authoritatively  the exact  period in which  these were

composed.

4. Later Womens'  Contribution to Buddhism

    The  list ofSiddhas  include the names  ofa  few poetesses like Mekhalfi,

Kafikhala, Laksmimkara and  Manibhadra. It may  be noted  here that, in

addition  to these female Siddhas, we  come  across  names  of  about  twenty

women  who  performed  as  poetesses and  are  also  known  as  Dakinis(i2)

whose  conditions  fbr initiating was  that the disciples have to discard the

superstition  of  caste  and  creed,  lead a very  simple  life and  would  take even

stale  food. Befbre describing the lives of  some  female Siddhas (Dakinis),
it may  not  be out  of  place to point out  that the word  Dakini used  in the

Caryas is not  synonimous  with  the word  Dfikini in Brahmanical texts; the

fbrmer means  fernale ascetics  while  the latter has a  derogatory connotation.
                  r

Further, Abhayadatta Sri, the narrator  of  these stories had, predominantly,
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a feeling of  dismay and  devotion in place of  materialistic  historical facts.

As a result, many  of  these stories seem  to be miraculous,  absurd  and  flights
of  imagination. This is a natural  process because, in the case  of  culture

heroes, such  supernatural  elements  appear  for the sake  of  rural people who

generally do not  appreciate  higher philosophical presentation.

4.1. Mekhal2

    In an  area  called  Devikot, a  householder had two  daughters named

Mekhala(i3) and  Kahkhala and  a merchant  had two  sons.  Matrimonial

alliance  was  made  amongst  these girls and  boys. People there, however,
always  spoke  ill ofthese  two girls although  they had done nothing  wrong.

Learning of  their adverse  criticism, the younger girl proposed they moved
to another  place. The elder  girl replied  that they should  stay there because

those born with  a  bad luck would  be spoken  ill of  no  matter  where  they

Iived. At that moment  a Ybgi named  Kahrpapa arrived  there with  a retinue

of  seven  hundred Ybgi, Ybginis and  attendants.  Fans of  unreachable  heights

and  unstruck  tabours  emitting  sounds  were  adorning  them. Those girls
repented  their fate and  thought  of  practising austerity  under  the guidance
of  that Ybgi. They narrated  the antecedents  and  prayed fbr his advice.  The

Ybgi relented  and  initiated them  after  several  rituals. Both girls took great

care  and,  after twelve  years of  arduous  ascetic  practice, attained  divine

grace. Then  they prostrated themselves  at the feet of  the Ybgi and,  after

worshipping  him, expressed  their gratitude. At the beginning the preceptor
could  not  recognize  them  but when  he recollected,  he demanded gifts
from thc girls. The girls said  they were  ready  to give whatever  he desired.
The Ybgi demanded their heads. The girls then cut  their heads ofZ  offered

those to their Guru and  sang  in praise of  their guide. The Guru then spoke

highly of  their virtue,  and  extolled  their sacrifice.  As  K5hpap5 showered

his blessing, girls' heads were  restored  as befbre. There was  no  wound.

All were  taken by surprise  by what  happened. The girls became known  as
"Chinnamasta

 sisters", which  means  beheaded sisters. They  attained  their



Society for the Study of Pali and Buddhist Culture

NII-Electronic Library Service

Society  for  theStudy  of  Pali  and  Buddhist  Culture

 116 i £-V\V,  ty ]S fL\

spiritual goal and  departed fbr the etemal  home in due course.  Thus ends  the

story  ofMekhalfi,  the elder  sister.

4,2. Kafikhalfi

    The story  of  two  sisters  taking refuge  at the feet of  Kahnapa  has been

narrated  befbre. The Ybunger sister  named  KaukhalE(i4) became afterwards

Kankhala, the Ybgini.

4.3. Manibhadra

    A  rich  householder in a  town  named  Agarche had a thirteen years old

daughter named  Mai  ibhadra(i5). In conformity  with  the hereditary practice

he gave his daughter in marriage.  The girl stayed  with  her parents. One  day

Ybgi Kuklcurip5 came  and  wanted  some  fbod. The  girl asked  him why  he

lived by begging though  he wore  a  perfectly looking cloth  and  who  stitehed

his clothes  and  why  he could  not  arrange  fbr a house-wife according  to

his ancestral  practice. The Guru, in reply,  explained  through a  verse  he

was  not  prepared to accept  hands of  a girl as that would  desecrate his gain

achieved  through arduous  ascetic  practice for deliverance and  bliss. He  said

he was  averse  to mundane  matters  and  much  hardship would  crop  up  in his

attempt  to repress  his desires. That is why  he gave up  the longing fbr a  wife.

Having  heard this, the girl offered  a 1ump of  fbod to him with  due respect

and  requested  him to suggest  a  way  to attain salvation. The Guru  advised

her to be present at the burning ghat where  he lived. Ignoring her routine,

she  appeared  at the crematorium  at night.  The Guru understood  she  was

deserving and  having her ceremonially  washed,  gave her required  advice

and  made  her perfbrm ascetic  practices fbr seven  days.

    On  returning  home she  had to face thrashings and  abuses  from her

parents. The girl stressed  on  her beliefthat there was  none  who  were  not  her

parents and  there eould  be no  riddance from the worldly  affairs  even  ifborn

in the best clan  with  the best pedigree. She further said she  had embraced

the right path of  salvation  shown  by her Guru.
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    Even  ifbeaten, she  would  make  others  walk  on  the virtuous  path. Her

parcnts said  nothing  further as a token of  respect.  She spent  a  year engaging

herself absent  mindedly  to domestic works,  always  keeping her Guru's

advice  in mind.  wnen  her husband came  and  asked  her to come  to his
house, she  complied.  She attended  all the household works,  keeping herself

restrained  in speech  and  deed and  always  remaining  soft-spoken.  In course

of  time she  became a  mother  of  two  children  and  theM  too, were  in respeet

of  all qualities like their mother.  Everybody praised them.  Thus twelve

years passed after  she  had met  her preceptor. One day, while  bringing wateg

she  had her pitcher broken after stumbling  against  a tree and  was  rendered

motionless.  Halfofa  day passed but she  did not  return  home. It was  found

she  was  at the landing stage.  Inspite of  being addressed,  she  remained

unresponsive  staring  all along  at the broken pitcher. All were  ofthe  opinion

that she  had been possessed by an  evil spirit. wnen  the sun  was  setting, the

woman  muttered  in the fbrm ofa  verse,  
`All

 beings belong to eternity.  wnat

is the use  of  returning  home when  the pitcher ofthe  body fails'.

    
"Jiv

 samUha  an5di  k51er 1 Deher  ghat bhenge gele ! Ghare phire giye
ki have?1Amar  ghat aj bhenge gechelPhirbo  nfi 5r tfii1Samsarer  ghare,

yavo 1 Ami  mahfisukher  dvare 1 He  fimar Guru 1 Am5r  kamanar  sei  agcarya

mahasukh  1 Dfio Amfiy"

    
"My

 pitcher is broken to-day, I shall  not  therefore be back home-I

shall rather  make  a sojourn  to that blissfu1 door. Oh! My  guide, kindly give

me  that great and  wonderfu1  happiness". Uttering these words,  she  flew

away  in the sky. For twenty one  days she  continued  to deliver religious

precepts to people and  then departed for heaven.

4.4. Laksmii!ikar5

    At the town  ofSambhola  in the country  named  Auijana, two  and  a

half lakhs people lived. IndrabhUti, the king of  the land had a sister named

Laksmimkara. The girl, belonging to a  good  family, had much  power  and

many  qualities. She leamt many  religious  discourses from the great Siddha
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LabpE (Kambalpa) and  others,  and  became erudite  in Tantra.

    Jalendra, the king of  Ceylon, proposed marriage  of  his son  Sammol

with  Laksmirnl(ar5(i6). Indrabhati accepted  the proposal. Messengers arrived

to take the sister with  them. Lak$mirpkarE, reached  Ceylon with  huge

quantity of  riches as  gift and  being accompanied  by pious attendants.  She

could  not  be received  in the palace due to unfatrourable  stars. At that time

the sister had a chance  to see  people and  was  much  pained to know  that all

of  them  were  non-Buddhists.

    The attendants of  the prince were  retuming  after  hunting and  carrying

huge amount  of  flesh of  the slain  animals.  They happened to be near

Laksmirnkara. Seeing them,  she  asked  who  they  were,  who  had killed the

animals,  wherefrom  they  came  and  where  they  headed fbr. Reply came

that they had retumed  after hunting and  her husband  had sent  them  to

kill animals.  Having  heard that, she  became exceedingly  displeased such

a  person who  is offered  food when  he had already  a  bellyfu1 of  eatables.

She lost her consciousness  wondering  why  her virtuous  brother sent  her to

people.

    After she  regained  her sense,  she  distributed riches  among  the citizens

and  sent  back the prince's attendants  with  her own  ornaments.  She ordered

others  not  to allow  anyone  near  heg then she  sat  alone  in her room,  smeared

her body with  oil and  ink, disrobed herself and  started  feigning like a

lunatic. But she  was  not  moved  from her path of  mystic  faith. The king

and  others  became very  sad  finding her in that state and  physicians were

called  to treat her. But the girl began to beat everyone  who  came  to her. Her

brother was  infbrmed and  he was  very  mueh  pleased to learn that his sister

was  averse  to worldly  affairs.

    The Iady continued  to retain feigned lunacy. She lived by taking food

which  was  left in the plate after  being eaten  by people of  Ceylon and  spent

her days at the burning ghat. But she  attained  siddhi  after seven  years.
One  sweeper  of  the king looked after  her and  he acquired  many  qualities

after instmctions were  bestowed on  him. But others  knew nothing  of  his
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qualities.

    Once king, Jalendra, went  fbr hunting with  his attendants.  There the

king himself fell asleep  without  paying heed to time. wnile returning  home,

he lost his way  and  had to wander  about.  As he could  not  avail  of  his room

to sleep  at night, he came  down  to Laksmirnl(ara's cave  and  wondered  if that

was  the abode  of  a  lunatic. On  looking forward, he found lustre radiating

from her body and  daughters of  heaven worshipping  her by going around

her. A  pure devotional sense  dawned on  him. He returned  to his palace
at night  only  to return  and  pay obeisance  to her, ""wriy

 do you prostrate

yourself at the feet of  a  being like myselfl  Ybu  are  enlightened,  please

initiate me.  Laksmiipkar5 in the fbrm of  a verse  said, 
"Dulikhi

 samsfirer

sarbaprfini  1 Karoo  nei  sukh  ananda  1 Janma-Jara-mlrtyu-tar pidabhog  1

Karen  pr5pider madhye  sarbottama  1 Ye  devat5rA; tar5o 1 Ei tin durgatir

duhkha  1 Yatra-tatra khao kintu ksudh5 1 Tomar  mitve-nal.  Agpi fir tusfir

deve asahya  yantrarpfi l Tai, he rajti! 1 Sandhan karo 1 Paritraner mah5sukh."
"There

 is no  joy anywhere-all  beings are  subject  to Duhkha  (sorrow).
Even  the gods who  are  the best of  all beings face birth, oldage  and  death.

Ybur hunger fbr happiness will  always  elude  you. There is no  riddance

from these three kinds of  duhkha. Fire and  snow  will  give you  unbearable

pain. That is why,  Oh, the king search  afier  the way  for deliverance. Having

said  this, the lady conveyed,  
"you

 are  not  my  fbllower. Ybur  sweeper  is my

disciple. He has attained  Siddhi and  he will  be your well-wishing  firiend".
"How

 am  I to know  who  ofmy  servants  is the person?" 
"The

 same  sweeper

who  offers fbod to all creaturcs.  Go  and  find him out  at night."

    The  king searched  around  and  went  to that particular sweeper.  The

king invited him, made  him sit on  the throne, saluted  him and  begged fbr his

preachings. The sweeper  gave the ceremonial  bath and  blessings etc. to the

king and  taught him the lessons on  religious  matters.

    Then  the  sWeeper  and  the  woman  showed  many  miracles  in

Ceylon and  physically went  away  to heaven (Khasarpana). IndrabhUti

and  LaksmimkarA  introduced `Vajrayogini'

 system  of  worship.  Mm.  H.
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'Sastri

 in one  of  his essays  says,  
"From

 the view  point of  introduction of

a novel  method  of  Vajrayogini worship,  Laksmirpkara's advayasiddhi  is

an  important book. Fasting, religious  activities, bath, cleaning  of  ones

posteriors after  evacuation  are  to be given up.  There is no  need  to worship

wooden,  stone  and  earthen  gods. Get engrossed  and  worship  body only".(]7)

Benoytosh Bhattacharya's comment  on  Laksminkar5's doctrine reads  
"...

what  Laksmirpkar5 advocates  was  quite out  of  the way  and  strange, even

though since  her time new  teaching has gradually won  many  adherents

who  are  styled  as Sahajay5nists, and  who  are  still to be met  with  arnong  the

Nadh5  NEdhis of  Bengal and  espicially  among  the B5uls.('8) Shendge  has

commented,  
"This

 short  work  (Advayasiddhi) has one  unique  feature; it is

written  by a woman  who  practised and  preached Tantrism. From  this point

ofviewi  I expected  some  unique  doctrines but in reality all her teachings in

no  way  differ from those preached by the male  practicants of  the doctrine,

e.g.  those  were  preached by Indrabhttti or  Anahgavajra  (Indrabhati's
preceptor). So, naturally, the question poses itselfwhether there can  at  all be

any  such  difference in the Sfidhana prescribed fbr man  and  fbr woman?"(i9)

4.5. Nigu

    Nigu(20) was  the wife  ofNada  Parpdit (N5da rneans  wise).  NEda  Paiitdit

was  a student  of  famous  logician Jit5ri(2i) and  was  the DwEra  Parpdit

of  Vikramasi15 Mah5vihfira. He  was  one  of  the teachers  of  Dipafikar

Srijfisn.(22) Nadopa(23), the famous Siddhfic5rya, was  also  his student.  In

the list of  Tangyur, names  of  his texts `Vajrageeti'
 

`Nfidaparpdit
 Geetika',

`Ekoviraheruks5dhan'

 etc. occur.  Nigu's title is Jfi5n-DEkini (The term

was  used  in the case  of  learned female). Both N5dapaodit and  Nigu  were

devotees of  Hevajra.(24) In the list of  Tangyur(2S), Dakini Nigu's works

like `UpEyam5rgacarpd51ik5bh5vana',
 

`Cakrasambaramarpdalavidhi',

`Pranidh5nraja',
 Mahamarajfi5na are  mentioned.  

'
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4.6. Maynamati  and  Gopicfind

    Nath  Dharma  Originated from Mahayana(26). Out  of  four main

Siddhas ofNfith  Dharma, at least three belong to the Mah5yana  Buddhist

Community. They  are  K5nup5  (Kdnhp5){27), J51andharipa and  MinanEth(2g).

It is in the N5th literature where  NEth Dharrna and  Nfith Community(29)

live. In thc Nfith literature of  Bengal one  is Goroksa Vijaya and  the other

is the Mayn5mati-Gopicand(30) episode.  Two  opposing  fbrces clash  in

Mayn5mati's  mind.  On one  side,  she  is a  Siddh5, who  has realised  the

greatness ofNfith-Dharma  wholeheartedly.  At the same  time she  is a woman

who  has her husband and  a son. Above  all, her unique  personality is all

pervading. She is a yoga exponent  having supernatural  powers. Even today

people sing  her praise and  worship  her image.

5. Conclusion

    Thus although  the number  of  women  saints  of  later Buddhist period

is not  great, some  of  them,  as  stated  in the preceding paragraphs, are  of

illuminating personality who  contributed  to the cause  of  Buddhism  in the

decadent stage  ofBuddhism  in India.
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