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Introduction 

Gender has become a topic of recent debate in Buddhist feminist 

schoJarship as it pertains to enlightened figures such as the Dakini. Some 

scholars, such as Miranda Shaw, have done much in the manner of 

asserting the ultimacy of gender) I, however, like Anne Klein strictly 

disagree with the notion that gender is somehow an ultimate feature of 

enlightenment. Applying Prasangika-Madhyamika formulation of ultimate 

and relative truths to the tri-kaya viSion of'reality, I will argue that 

gender is a relative truth of divine and human appearance, however, not a 

feature of emptiness itself.2 Thus, when taking up less explored facets of 

the figure of the Dakini, it is with the idea in mind that her gender is of 

relative importance. Specifically, I will focus on the Dakini's manifestation 

in space and time; the extent to which we can consider her various 

appearances the result of interior or exterior processes; and the principle 

or process whereby such manifestations take place. 

Organizing my analysis around the biographies (Tib. rnam-thar) of 

Virupa and Naropa, two masters from the Indian Phase of Tantric 

1 To ask questions about the ultimacy or ultimate significance of gender, is to ask 
whether or not gender can be said to be a category or feature of enlightenment 
itself, that is of emptiness. 
2 The tri-kaya conception of reality and its language can be traced back in portion to 
certain philosophical traditions of Mahayana Buddhism, particularly that of 
Cittamatra (Mind Only); however, its coherence and centrality as an understanding 
of the Buddha's three modes of existence as well as a vision of the mundane world 
fully develops within the context of Indo-Tibetan Buddhism and the teachings 
specific to Tantric visualization practice (Williams 175-180). The three kayas 
themselves are dharmakaya, sambhogakaya, and nirmanakaya. They will receive 
formal explanation in the body of the paper as will ultimate and relative truths. 
Divine, in the sentence above, refers to the appearance of enlightened figures in 
either visionary or physical form--two categories that will be talked about 
extensively in the paper's discussion. As figures who are all fully enlightened, there 
is no contradiction between the terms Buddha, Dakini or Yidam. A Yidam is a 
meditational deity with whom Tantric practitioners identify their body, speech, and 
mind in order to come to a practical understanding of emptiness. In the philosophical 
system of the two truths, ultimate truth is emptiness. 
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Buddhism, as well as that of Yeshe Tsogyel's, a female master of early 

Tibetan Tantra, I will establish positions on each of the three central 

questions, all of which are encompassed by the more general question of 

how we are to understand the appearance of enlightened Dakinis. 

Common to each of the three biographies is the appearance of Dakini 

Vajravarahi. Our first introduction with her comes when she appears to 

Virupa after he has thrown his prayer beads in the toilet. The fact that he 

has not had a single vision of his meditation deity, Dakini Vajravarahi, in 

his entire twelve years of practice leads him to this act of despair. His 

expectation of having a vision of Vajravarahi rests on the notion that she IS 

"other" than himself. The point at which he throws his prayer beads along 

with his built-up expectations into the toilet, the Dakini finally appears 

(i.e., insight occurs). An interpretation of the various elements of Virupa's 

encounter with Dakini Vajravarahi, leads to an understanding of her 

manifestation in space and time as inseparable from the innate nature of 

one's own mind, tathagathagarbha (Buddha nature or essence). Moreover, 

it is owing to this fact that the Dakini may be conceived of as the 

illuminating principle of one's own mind. 

In a juxtaposition of Naropa's and Virupa's visionary experiences of 

Dakini Vajravarahi, I will discuss the manner and principle by which 

enlightened figures like Vajravarahi appear. Drawing on the same 

argument I use to substantiate the relative importance of gender, I will 

argue that all enlightened manifestations, through the very process of 

being perceived, result in a visionary and psychological experience in 

accordance with the viewer's obscurations and spiritual needs. 

Regarding enlightened figures as inseparable from the nature of 

one's own mind, gives rise to the question of whether we should 
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understand divine manifestations as the projections of the enlightened 

potential of one's own mind, tathagathagarbha (Buddha nature or essence), 

or as the compassionate appearances of Buddhas. Scholars Landaw and 

Weber reconcile this issue by asserting the external existence of 

enlightened beings whose manifestations are "not merely the idealized 

projections of our own internal universe." Presuming, for a moment, that 

this might be the case: how do enlightened beings externally exist and 

what distinguishes them from unenlightened beings? Finally, is Buddha 

nature (tathagathagarbha) qualitatively different from dharmakaya, the 

enlightened realization of this emptiness? Posing and answering such 

questions, leads to the definitive conclusion that there is no contradiction 

between viewing enlightened manifestations as the projections of one's 

own Buddha nature or as the compassionate appearances of Buddhas. 

Moving from an understanding of the nature of one's own mind as 

inseparable from the activities of enlightened beings, I will shift to the 

biography of Yeshe Tsogyel to offer some final points on the psychological 

and phenomenological dimensions of enlightened Dakinis like Tsogyel. 

Sources 

In my analysis of gender, I have drawn on sources that all adhere to 

the Prasangika-Madhyamika explanation of ultimate and relative truths as 

indivisible from the other. 1 Understanding the three kayas according to the 

1 The main sources I use for my discussion are: Klein, who distinguishes her project 
according to Gelukpa philosophy on Prasangika-Madhyamika thought, His Holiness 
the Dalai Lama, himself a Geluk scholar who speaks on the topic of the two truths 
according to his background in Prasangika-Madhyamika philosophy, and Dudjom 
Rinpoche, who as a contemporary Nyingma master gives extensive explanation of his 
tradition's adherence, on the one hand, to what he terms Outer Madhyamika, which 
includes Prasangika thought on ultimate and relative truths, and on the other, to 
Great Madhyamika which appears to be a synthesis between the dialectics of 
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two truths, further serves to underscore the relative nature of form--and 

gender--as it concerns both enlightened manifestations such as the Dakini 

and the everyday phenomena of our world. Prasangika-Madhyamika 

philosophy on ultimate and relative truths is offset from the Sautantrika

Svatantrika-Madhyamika position that conventional phenomena have 

inherent existence and at the same time lack ultimate existence. According 

to Prasangika-Madhyamikas, "this is a contradiction in terms and inherent 

existence is simply a fiction on any level." 1 Yet a third sub-school within 

Madhyamika thought is that of Yogacara-Madhyamika-Svatantrika. While 

Prasangika-Madhyamikas emphasize the indivisibility of the two truths, 

Y ogacara-Svatantrikas distinguish them for the purpose of being able to 

examine the level of relative truth. As certain Tibetan scholars have noted, 

theirs is an approach that contains the Prasangika position but emphasizes 

a separation between relative and ultimate phenomena in order to come to 

an realization of ultimate truth.2 

Concerning the paper's discussion of the appearance of Dakinis, first, 

I will examine the biographies of two of the eighty-four Mahamudra 

masters from the Indian phase of Tantric Buddhism. The eighty-four 

masters are the progenitors of the Mahamudra tradition, the culmination 

of Indian Tantric Buddhist teachings. They lived in India between the 

eighth and twelfth centuries c.e. and are all said to have attained complete 

Prasangika-Madhyamika philosophy and the experiential understanding of the two 
truths. For a more detailed description of the Nyingma position on such matters refer 
to his discussion in The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism. 
1 Paul Williams, Mahayana Buddhism (New York: Routledge, 1989) 59. 
Conventional is interchangeable with the term relative. 
2 The information on the distinctions between each of the three positions 
draws on Paul William's account and paraphrases parts of Tarthang Tulku's 
discussion of the differences between Prasangika-Madhyamika and Yogacara
Madhyamika thought. Crystal Mirror Vol. 5, 163. 
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enlightenment within the span of one lifetime. The commentaries included 

in Dowman's presentation of the eighty-four biographies were compiled 

from a variety of sources including: "the oral transmission of the Tibetan 

Texts of The Legends by Nyingma scholar Bhaga Tulku, ... Mahamudra 

instruction from the late Gyelwa Karmapa and other Kagyu lamas, ... and 

Dzogchen instruction (the Nyingma equivalent of Mahamudra). "1 

The earliest scriptural Tantra is considered to be that of the 

Guhyasamaja-Tantra most likely compiled in the sixth or seventh centuries 

c.e. reaching its final form in the eighth century when Mahamudra master 

Indrabhuti "revealed" it. The majority of other root-Tantras were revealed 

during and subsequent to this time period up until around the ninth 

century c.e. The whole of Tantric literature is based on such root-Tantras 

that describe in a highly symbolic manner the practices associated with a 

specific Tantric deity.2 

Practice lineages are what tend to distinguish the four main schools 

within Tibetan Buddhism. Dowman, however, notes the similar origins of 

such lineages, "There is hardly an Indian-originated Tibetan lineage that 

does not include a name found amongst the eighty-four mahasiddhas," the 

renowned group of Tantric yogis practicing the teachings of Mahamudra. 

In addition to the common origins of their lineages, the four schools share 

a philosophical grounding in Mahayana Buddhist thought, particularly that 

of the Middle Way. A practice lineage is an unbroken line of teachings 

passed directly from teacher to student reaching back to realized Tantric 

masters, the majority of which, as Dowman has remarked, were of the 

1 Dowman, Masters of Mahamudra (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985) 
xii-xii. 
2 Ibid., 4, 8. I have paraphrased and summarized Dowman's historical account of 
Tantric scripture. 
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lineage of eighty-four Mahasiddhas. Moreover, it is not uncommon that 

more than one tradition has come to share the same practice lineage(s), 

around which a body of liturgy, ritual, and commentary abounds.! 

The third biography I will be dealing with is that of Yeshe Tsogyel's, 

the foremost disciple of Padmasambhava who was a transmitter of the 

first cycle of Indian Tantric teachings into Tibet in the eighth centuries c.e. 

Yeshe Tsogyel herself was of Tibetan origin. Thus, her biography details 

the historical and spiritual circumstances during the earliest period of 

indo-Tibetan Buddhism.2 Mahasiddha Padmasambhava, Tsogyel's teacher 

as well as spiritual consort, lived and practiced approximately around the 

same time period as Mahasiddha Virupa.3 

The final element tying the three biographies together is the fact that 

their narratives all center around the enlightened appearance of Dakilli 

Vajravarahi. In Tsogyel's case, she is Vajravarahi. 

Historical and Philosophical Back~round 

Shravakayana or Nikaya Buddhism, the monastic tradition that 

developed and flourished during and subsequent to the time of the 

historical Sakaymuni Buddha (c.480 b.c.e.), was characterized by the ideal 

of the Arahant, one who accomplished the appeasement of disturbing 

emotions and eventually attained solitary enlightenment over numerous 

lifetimes. 

! Ibid., 27. 
2 Indo-Tibetan Buddhism is a term that denotes the Indian origins of Tibetan Tantric 
Buddhism. 
3 Dowman, Masters of Mahamudra, 27. Dowman refers to Padmasambhava in these 
terms in his statement that the Nyingma tradition bases its teachings on his precepts. 
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Mahayana Buddhism was largely a lay movement that sought to 

make Buddhism available to those outside of a monastic community. The 

origins of Mahayana are rather tenous but by the second century c.e., it 

had reached full expression with philosophers, such as Aryadeva and 

Nagarjuna. While early monastic Buddhism emphasized not harming other 

sentient beings, Mahayana took an even greater step towards helping all 

sentient beings. 1 This compassionate attitude manifested in the ideal of the 

Bodhisattva. Unlike the early monastic ideal of the Arahant who seeks 

solely his own liberation, the Bodhisattva makes the aspiration to postpone 

his or her own enlightenment until all sentient beings are liberated from 

samsara, the endless cycle of birth and death.2 Nonetheless, Bodhisattvas 

can and do become enlightened. This, however, does not alter their vow to 

liberate samsara; they continue to work toward the liberation of all 

sentient beings. 

The Heart of Perfect Wisdom Sutra, a famous Mahayana sutra 

believed to have been composed by Nagarjuna the great Madhyamika 

philosopher of the Middle Way, expresses the central Mahayana concept 

that "emptiness is form and form is emptiness." Nagarjuna, who lived 

during the latter second and early third centuries c.e., was responsible for 

the reformation of Buddhist thought. Early philosophical schools had 

developed a complex philosophy of essences, that is a belief in inherently 

1 Chagdud Tulku, Gates to Buddhist Thought (California: Padma Publishing, 1993. 
2 The term 'sentient being' refers to anything with a consciousness. According to all 
schools of Buddhist thought there are six realms of sentient beings: humans, animals, 
hungry ghosts, hell beings, demi-gods, and gods. Here, gods, refer to those beings 
still in samsara, the endless cycle of suffering, birth, and death. These gods are not to 
be confused with the non-theistic, or meditational deities, that the paper will be 
discussing at length. Yidams, or meditational deities, are necessarily enlightened 
figures. 
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existing phenomena, or dharmas. To counter such substantialist notions of 

reality as well as nihilistic views of reality, Nagarjuna introduced a therapy 

of four-fold negation and reasserted the Buddha's theory of 'dependently

arisen phenomena.' His four-fold negation is meant to establish that the 

ultimate truth of emptiness transcends the extremes of nihilism and 

substantialism. 1 An excerpt from the Dalai Lama helps to explain the 

ultimate truth and conception of emptiness according to Prasangika 

philosophy of the middle way, "The main idea [of emptiness] is that when 

objects are sought under analysis, they are not found, but this does not 

mean that they do not exist--it simply means they lack inherent 

existence. "2 

Tantric Buddhism, also referred to as Mantrayana or Vajrayana, is in 

many ways an elaboration of the path set forth in Paramitayana.3 

Prajnaparamita literature is the basis for Paramitayana which consists in a 

gradual path toward enlightenment through the cultivation of what are 

known as the Six Paramitas. Paramata as a noun is translated as 

"perfection." When used in the sense of a goal, it is rendered "(that by 

which) one has crossed over to the other shore. "4 The ideal method for 

developing the six transcendent actions of generosity, discipline, patience, 

1 The fourfold negation itself is translated by Kalupahana as: "Everything is 
such, not such, both such and not such, and neither such and not such: this is 
the Buddhas admonition." David J. Kalupahana, Nagarjuna (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1986) 269. 
2 Dalai Lama, The Meaning of Life from a Buddhist Perspective (Boston: Wisdom 
Publications, 1992) 87. 
3 Crystal Mirror, Vol. V, ed. Tarthang Tulku (Berkeley: Dharma Publishing, 1977) 167. 
Paramitayana translates as the path or vehicle of paramitas and is part of the larger 
philosophical school of Mahayana Buddhism. Vajrayana, used frequently when 
referring to Tantric Buddhism, literally translates as "diamond or indestructible 
vehicle. " 
4 David J. Kalupahana, A History of Buddhist Philosophy (Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press, 1992) 153. 
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diligence, concentration, and discriminating knowledge is believed to be 

through the combination of prajna and karuna, wisdom and compassion, 

respectively. The elaboration of this two-fold approach in Vajrayana comes 

by way of the sexual symbolism appropriated to prajna and karuna, more 

frequently referred to as emptiness and skillful means. Enlightenment is 

then symbolically conceived as a sexual union wherein prajna and upaya 

are depicted in an enlightening embrace (Tib. yab-yum). 

One of the reasons behind what might seem like Tantric Buddhism's 

bold appropriation of sexual symbolism, has to do with the very significant 

goal of full enlightenment within a single lifetime. No aspect of our human 

experience is wasted. Rather, every experience becomes an ideal situation 

for practicing. The Tantric ideal, traditionally that of a wandering yogi or 

yogini, skillfully appropriates all aspects of mundane life to the path of 

enlightenment. Tantric Buddhism embraces the methods of the two former 

schools as preliminaries yet diverges in its goal of enlightenment within a 

single lifetime and the methods unique to this attainment. 

Tantric Buddhist practice emerged around the fourth century in 

India in an environment where Mahayana philosophical thought and 

practice flourished in monastic university settings. There were increasingly 

substantial worldly opportunities available to academically successful 

monks. Many scholars have suggested that Tantric Buddhism initially 

developed as a lay critique of socially prestigious and politically powerful 

monastic systems, in much the same way that Mahayana Buddhism had 

centuries before. Thus, while Tantric Buddhism had a firm grounding in 

Mahayana philosophical thought, it championed the inclusiveness of 

classical Mahayana praxis. And, eventually, Tantric Buddhism's 
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revolutionary formulation of the Buddhadharma gained widespread 

popular and political support. 1 

Recent Scholarship on the Dakini 

The female figure of the Dakini has been the focus of a number of 

Buddhist feminist scholars in their assessment of the ultimacy of gender in 

enlightened figures such as the Dakini and of the soteriological significance 

of gender on the Buddhist path to enlightenment. The importance of 

gender has long been a concern of both practitioners and scholars of 

Buddhism. Feminist scholarship carried out in each of the three main 

vehicles of Buddhism, Shravakayana, Mahayana, and Vajrayana Buddhism, 

has come to varying conclusions on this issue, primarily as it relates to the 

historical position of women in Buddhist praxis. In trying to locate 

historical and contemporary examples that uphold a model of equality in 

theory as well as practice, much attention recently has been directed 

toward Vajrayana or Tantric Buddhism. 

Philosophically, Tantric Buddhism owes its roots to Mahayana 

thought. While this results in the assimilation and elaboration of certain 

Mahayana practices, Tantric theory and practice diverge in a number of 

important ways giving rise to distinct traditions. Historically, one of the 

most significant shifts in Tantric Buddhism occurred in the transformation 

of the community of spiritual aspirants and of enlightened beings. Women 

and men now practiced the Buddhadharma outside of the monastic setting 

and in many cases forged spiritual alliances with one another on the path 

1 Miranda Shaw, Passionate Enlightenment (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1994) 20. 
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to enlightenment. Within the enlightened community, there is an 

emergence of fully enlightened female Buddhas, along with their 

iconographical depiction. 1 

Mahayana Buddhism granted the feminine unprecedented 

importance in its philosophical formulation of sunyata as the unity of 

prajna, feminine wisdom, and upaya, the masculine principle of 

compassion and skillful means.2 The formulation is unique in its symbolic 

pairing of the feminine with the highest wisdom and the masculine with 

that of skillful means and compassion, two activities that embrace sentient 

and earthly life. This diverges from the tendency of early Buddhist and 

Hindu thought to associate the feminine with corruptible matter, samsara. 

It is often the case, however, that the Mahayana tradition resists admitting 

women into the fully enlightened assembly of Buddhas. Diana Paul, in her 

work on women in Mahayana Buddhism, has shown that while there are 

female bodhisattvas, in the majority of cases, the sex of the woman 

changes to that of a male upon full enlightenment. 3 

The notion that female embodiment exemplifies a karmic ally inferior 

incarnation finds its beginnings in early Buddhist literature which cites the 

woes specific to a woman's existence.4 Women must be reborn in a male 

body before appropriately and successfully embarking on spiritual 

practice. Certainly" songs of early Buddhist nuns, argue to the contrary and 

document the spiritual achievements of women. Nonetheless, the 

Shravakayana ideal and status of the Arahant was formally denied women, 

1 Ibid., 27. 
2 Sunyata, pronounced Shunyata, is a synonym for emptiness. 
3 Shaw, Passionate Enlightenment, 27. She has made reference to the work of Diana 
Paul with regard to this particular phenomenon. 
4 Rita Gross, Buddhism after Patriarchy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1993) 43. 
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thereby establishing the soteriological importance of maleness. 1 Thus, the 

question of the salvific role of gender has been answered variantly with 

respect to each of the main Buddhist traditions, many times revealing 

tensions and contradictions between doctrine, belief, and practice. 

Two feminist scholars, Miranda Shaw and Anne Klein, who bring 

their interpretations to this debate examine certain female figures within 

the Indian and Tibetan phases of Tantric Buddhism for the purpose of 

assessing the issue of gender in Buddhist theory and practice. Each situates 

the pivotal question of gender within the framework of Buddhist women's 

self-understanding and rendering of the their own tradition. As to the 

soteriological importance of gender on the Buddhist path to enlightenment, 

they both advance positions that without question assert women and 

men's equal ability to attain enlightenment.2 However, they reach different 

conclusions as to the ultimacy and importance of gender itself. Shaw draws 

primarily on Tantric doctrines authored by women, who are in many 

instances Dakinis, to address women's experiences and thoughts on the 

issue of gender, whereas Klein writes from the perspective of 

contemporary women's and female Tantric authorities' understanding of 

the importance of gender. Klein draws our attention to a split within 

feminist scholarship which she identifies as essentialist and post-modern 

positions. 3 She, then, introduces Yeshe Tsogyel, an enlightened Dakini, as a 

1 Ibid., 42. 
2 Klein suggests that the "emphasis on womb and vulva as symbols of 
enlightenment," integral to the meditation practice of the female figure Yeshe 
Tsogyel, "welcome women into the divine circle in ways that male figures do not." 
Shaw asserts, "that these powerful images [of female deities] gained their credibility 
from human counterparts, while female Tantrics in turn found their spiritual 
aspirations mirrored in them." 
3 To quote Klein on her usage of these terms, ""essentialists" are those whose 
understanding of self assumes an intrinsic and universal womanhood. "Postmodem" 
feminists, in contrast, see all aspects of self, including gender, as constructed. To this 
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symbol of nonduality capable of mending the rift between these two 

positions. 

In response to Buddhist feminist scholars such as Rita Gross who 

would endorse figures such as Yeshe Tsogyel--in the words of Klein--as a 

twentieth-century role model for American women, Klein asserts: 

Although Yeshey Tsogyel is a female enlightened being, 
her femaleness alone does not make her relevant to 
contemporary Western women. Tibetans themselves, as I 
understood from speaking with Ani Mu Tso 1, are 
unwilling to consider her gender a significant factor. 
When, for example, I asked Ani Mu Tso what was the 
most significant aspect of Yeshey Tsogyel, she replied, 
after much silence, that it was her preservation of 
Padmasambhava's Great Completeness teachings. Though 
I believe that the symbolism, philosophy, practices, and 
imagery associated with Yeshey Tsogyel can be resources 
for twentieth-century Western women, I do not offer her 
as a "goddess" or "matriarch" or "role model" who 
automatically affirms the female character, especially the 
Western female character. Not only would it be 
inappropriately essentialist to do so, but I am not at all 
sure that there is something distinctly and meaningfully 
"feminine" about her as Westerners, or even Tibetans, 
understand this term. In any case, the cultural 
significance she had in Tibet cannot simply be 
transplanted to another context. She cannot model how to 
be a woman in the twentieth-century ... Nor does she seem 
to have the kind of significance for Tibetan women that 
certain Western women ascribe to goddesses today ... the 
point of practicing the Great Bliss Queen [Yeshe Tsogyel] 
ritual is less to look at her than it is to take a fresh look 

constructionist pOSltion, they add skepticism about the classic Enlightenment 
categories of self, language, truth, and knowledge." Klein, Meeting the Great Bliss 
Queen (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995) 5. 
1 Ani Mu Tso is a Rinpoche within the Nyingma school, which gives her words the 
utmost authority from the viewpoint of this tradition. 
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at one's own potential. In this way, meeting the Great 
Bliss Queen is meeting oneself. 1 

Shaw focuses her discussion on the ultimacy of gender in the 

following text, composed by an eighth-century female Tantric practitioner: 

In order that one may realize one's inner self, 
which is spontaneous (sahaja), naturally pure, and nondual, 
The inner self manifests here as man and woman. 
One's own self, creative by nature, 
Enacts reality through bodily expressions. 

In her introduction to this text, Shaw gives the following gloss, 

"Sahajayoginicinta opens her text with an affirmation of gendered 

embodiment, both male and female. She immediately establishes that 

gender is an integral part of the path to enlightenment, since ecstasy IS 

inseparable from embodiment and embodiment is inseparable from 

gender. Her first statement on the topic is a breathtakingly double-edged 

stroke that denies the ultimacy of gender--in a classical Mahayana move-

and at the same time endows gender with metaphysical roots extending 

deep into ultimate reality, which is a more characteristically Tantric 

insight. "2 

Clearly there is a sharp contrast between these two women's 

positions on the ultimate importance of gender in Tantric Buddhism. Shaw 

would very much like to separate "Mahayanist" tendencies from those of 

"Tantrics" on the position of gender. One might ask whether Klein would 

view Shaw's remarks on the ultimacy of gender as classically essentialist. 

While Shaw maintains that " ... gender is an integral part of the path to 

enlightenment, since ecstasy is inseparable from embodiment and 

1 Klein. Meeting the Great Bliss Queen. 22. 
2 Shaw. Passionate Enlightenment. 183. 
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embodiment is inseparable from gender,"1 the means must be 

distinguished from the goal, which is not the achievement of bliss in itself, 

rather it is the ultimate experience and realization of non-duality. Gender 

not being a category of enlightenment itself is, therefore, not of ultimate 

significance. It is my assertion that gender is a relative feature and truth 

of divine and human appearance, but not of emptiness itself. Gender is 

empty of any abiding or lasting qualities, which is to say that gender as 

one of many aspects of human existence is empty of possessing a 

substantial reality. 

In a clarification of terminology, I will move to a more detailed 

discussion of ultimate and relative truths, first, for the purpose of 

substantiating my position on the relative significance of gender and 

second, as a point of departure the paper's larger issues of concern, which 

will set aside issues of gender and take up some less explored features of 

the Dakini's manifestation in space and time: the extent to which we can 

consider her various appearances the result of interior and exterior 

processes as well as the principle or process whereby such manifestations 

take place. 

In an article on the Great Bliss Queen, Klein explains Prasangika

Madhyamika philosophy on conventional, or relative, and ultimate truths, 

"An ultimate truth is the emptiness of a phenomenon--what Nyingma 

would call its primordial freedom or primordial purity--and conventional 

truths are everything else that exists. Conventional phenomena do most 

definitely exist; they are, however, empty of existing as solidly as they 

appear to ... The emptiness of any given thing goes in and out of existence 

1 Ibid., 183. 
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with that thing. Thus conventional truths do not exist in opposition to or in 

any kind of tension with ultimate truths, nor the other way around. 

Moreover, one cannot exist without the other. There cannot be the 

emptiness of a person, for example, without the person. "I 

The Dalai Lama gives the following account about the way sentient 

beings relate to the two truths. 

Absolute truth is something that we have to perceive 
with a mind free of concepts and in which there are no 
dualistic notions ... Relative truth is what we find when 
we experience the multiplicity of phenomena in a 
relative way, without going any further in analyzing 
their nature ... [Relative truth] is true for the mind 
clouded by ignorance which believes in the [concrete] 
reality of its perceptions .. .If we analyze further and try 
to see the true nature of phenomena, we can find the 
ultimate nature of reality [i.e., emptiness]. Here we 
distinguish between the ways things appear (relative 
truth) and the way they are (absolute truth), which is 
what is perceived by the undeluded mind ... However, 
when one looks for this absolute nature or emptiness, 
and tries to find where it is, one cannot find it. Its 
nature is nonexistent...All we can find is the emptiness 
of emptiness, but we cannot find emptiness. "2 

Any discussion of emptiness within Tantric Buddhism must be 

understood within the context of the tri-kaya formulation of sunyata, or 

emptiness. The three kayas are foundational to understanding the doctrine 

of emptiness according to Tantric Buddhist thought. Furthermore, by 

understanding the two truths according to the doctrine of the three kayas, 

we can move to an understanding of the relative or conventional nature of 

1 Anne Klein, "The Great Bliss Queen," Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 1/1, 83. 
2 The Dalai Lama, A Flash of Lightning in the Dark of Night (Boston: Shambhala 
Publications, Inc., 1994) 120, 122. 
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gender. I have relied upon the brief remarks of Sogyal Rinpoche, a 

contemporary master within the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism,1 to 

clarify the vast subject of the three kayas: 

The teachings speak of three levels of being, to which the 
Sanskrit name kay a is given. This word kaya literally means 
"body," but signifies here dimension, field, or basis .... 

1. The absolute nature, .. .is called the Dharmakaya, the 
dimension of "empty,' unconditioned truth, into which illusion 
and ignorance, and any kind of concept, have never entered. 
2. The intrinsic radiance of energy and light that is spontan
eously displayed .. .is called Sambhogakaya, the dimension 
of complete enjoyment, the field of total plenitude, of full 
richness, beyond all dualistic limitations, beyond space or 
time. 
3. The sphere of crystallization into form .. .is called 
Nirmanakaya, the dimension of ceaseless manifestation. 

The three kayas, then, refer to these three intrinsic aspects 
of our enlightened mind; they also, of course, refer to 
different capacities of our perception. The vast majority 
of us are limited in our vision, and only perceive the 
Nirmanakaya dimension of form and manifestation. 2 

The three kayas can also be understood as the Buddha's, " ... three 

modes of existence, relating to body, speech, and mind. The dharmakaya is 

the mind of the Buddha, enlightenment itself--unoriginated, primordial 

mind, devoid of concept. The sambhogakaya, body of complete enjoyment, 

is the speech of the Buddha, the environment of compassion and 

1 Sogyal Rinpoche is a master of Dzogchen, an early practice lineage within the 
oldest school of Tibetan Buddhism. 
2 Sogyal Rinpoche, Tibetan Book of Living and Dying (India: Rupa & Co, 1993) 343. 
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communication. The nirmanakaya, emanation body, is the physical form of 

the Buddha. " 1 

Just as sentient beings experience the relative truth of appearances 

as "reality," so, too, do they experience the three kayas on a relative or 

unenlightened level. Nonetheless, the very fact that the three kayas co

arise with sentient beings' relative experiences of body, speech, and mind 

provides a basis from which sentient beings can begin to relate with their 

inherent purity.2 Nirmanakaya, the body of manifestation, corresponds to 

the level of body. Sambhogakaya, the body of complete joy, corresponds to 

the level of emotions, and dharmakaya, the open space of complete 

enlightenment, corresponds to the level of bewilderment or ignorance. 

Regarding the enlightened perspectives that the three kayas embody, 

"Dharmakaya is the original state of being, which transcends our basic 

state of mindlessness. It is the opposite of having a cast iron pan on our 

head. "3 On the level of sambhogakaya, emotions are said to "manifest as 

the completely enlightened versions" of the five poisons.4 Finally, 

nirmanakaya, the "body of emanation," is the manifestation of our mind 

and body. "It is also the manifestation of the bodies of those who have 

already experienced or gone through the other two kayas, and who then 

1 Tsang Ny~n Heruka, The Life of Marpa The Translator (Boulder, CO: Prajna Press, 
1982) 229. 
2 Purity is another way of discussing the ultimate reality or emptiness of 
phenomena, untouched by dualistic ways of minding and bodying, that is, ways of 
thinking and moving in the world that presuppose a concept of reality that posits 
phenomena as existing from their own side, in independence and opposition to other 
so-called existing phenomena. 
3 Here I have paraphrased and quoted parts of Ch~gyam Trungpa's discussion on the 
subject of the three kayas. Journey Without Goal (Boulder, Colorado: Prajna Press, 
1981) 106-107. 

4 Ibid., 107. The five poisons are the five afflictive tendencies of the unenlightened 
mind: anger, desire, pride, delusion, and envy. 
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manifest on the third level, the nirmanakaya." 1 Thus, the term 

'nirmanakaya' (Tib. Tul-ku) designates one who has attained a certain level 

of enlightenment, which is to say, one who has experienced all three kayas 

on a pure level--as opposed to a sentient being's deluded experience of the 

kayas . Nirmanakaya emanations, or Tulkus, are often considered to be 

emanations of a particular Buddha or Bodhisattva. As an example, His 

Holiness the XIV Dalai Lama is considered to be the emanation of 

A valokitesvara, the Bodhisattva of great compassion. Nirmanakaya also 

refers to the coarse level of our mind and body, the level of appearance 

available to the sense faculties of sentient beings. 

The following is a discussion of the three kayas as they relate to 

sentient beings' potential for their realization. 

We have ... three Spheres of Being. The first is the 
Sphere of Unconditioned Potentiality, which is empti
ness or Creative Space. The second is the Sphere of 
Intangible Appearance, which is the primary display 
of energy appearing as sound and light. And the third 
is the Sphere of Relative Manifestation which is the 
aspect of reality available to our conventional sense 
faculties--the evident substance of our world. 2 

The Sphere of Unconditioned Potentiality is referring to the seed of 

enlightenment (tathagathagarbha) inherently present in the minds all 

sentient beings. Tathagathagarbha (Buddha-nature/Buddha-essence) IS the 

name given to dharmakaya (emptiness) when it is obscured by 

defilements in the unenlightened person.3 Just as dharmakaya 

1 Ibid., 108. 
2 Ngakpa Chtjgyam, Rainbow of Liberated Energy (Great Britain: Element Books, 1986) 
38. 
3 Paul Williams, Mahayana Buddhism, 101. 
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characterizes the lack of inherent existence, or emptiness, of the Buddha's 

non-dual stream of consciousness, so, too, tathagathagarbha characterizes 

the absence of inherent existence, or emptiness, of the minds of sentient 

beings,' ultimately making it possible for their minds to change into 

enlightened mind streams. 1 Dharmakaya, "the expanse of reality, the 

ultimate truth, is said to pervade all beings without distinction and is 

known as the nucleus of the tathagatha (tathagathagarbha) or the nucleus 

of the sugata (sugatagarbha). It is held to be only fully developed and 

qualitatively perceived according to its true nature by buddhas, and yet 

equally present in ordinary sentient beings and bodhisattvas who are 

partially purified on the path to liberation. It is when obscurations 

covering this seed of the buddha nature are removed that liberation is said 

to occur."2 

The three kayas are already our own enlightened nature, ' 

primordially and spontaneously present; however, this fact is obscured by 

our many levels of obscurations.3 Thus--returning to the passage Shaw 

uses to focus her argument on the ultimacy of gender--"In order that one 

may realize one's inner self, which is spontaneous (sahaja), naturally pure, 

and nondual, the inner self manifests here as man and woman. One's own 

self, creative by nature, enacts reality through bodily expressions." 

1 Ibid., 179. I have paraphrased the part of William's discussion having to do 
with the Buddha before and after he became enlightened and have broadened 
his original discussion to include all sentient beings. 
2 Dudjom Rinpoche, The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 27. 
3 The obscuration of disturbing emotions is said to be the coarsest of the three kinds 
of obscurations. On a subtler level there is the obscuration of dualistic knowledge, the 
belief and perception that objects exist from their own side thereby giving rise to a 
rigid concept of "self" and "other." The subtle most obscuration is that of habitual 
tendencies. Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche, The Union of Mahamudra and Dzogchen (Hong 
Kong: Rangjung Yeshe Publications, 1989) 43. Paraphrased from this master's 
account. 
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Furthermore, we may understand our three levels of experience (Le., 

dharmakaya, sambhogakaya, and nirmanakaya) to bear ultimate and 

conventional levels of reality: "The body of reality, dharmakaya, is the 

characteristic nature [Le., ultimate truth] of the buddha-body that 

manifests in and of itself, while the bodies of perfect rapture 

[sambhogakaya] and emanation [nirmanakaya] are conventional because 

they are compounded by the external perception of those who require 

training. "1 

From this we may unravel that the three kayas themselves can be 

understood according to ultimate and relative levels of truth. Dharmakaya, 

emptiness, is the 'body of reality' that manifests in and of itself devoid of 

all constructs. Sambhogakaya and nirmanakaya are the levels of subtle and 

gross form, sometimes referred to collectively as rupakaya, literally 'form 

body.'2 Unlike dharmakaya, which is emptiness itself, sambhogakaya and 

nirmanakaya, through the very process of being perceived, are rendered 

conventional due to the dualistic perception of the viewer. The 

unenlightened mind is unable, in its obscured state, to maintain a direct 

realization of ultimate and conventional phenomena (Le., emptiness and 

form) simultaneously. "Until the stage of Buddhahood, which is to say, 

attainment of complete enlightenment, a direct cognition of one does not 

prevent the direct cognition of the other."3 By understanding dharmakaya 

as ultimate truth and sambhogakaya and nirmanakaya as the expressions 

of relative truth, I conclude that the relative 'bodily expression' of gender, 

1 Dudjom Rinpoche, The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 139. This point is 
asserted by Longchenpa a fourteenth-century Nyingma scholar and eminent 
teacher. 
2 Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche, The Union of Mahamudra and Dzogchen, 260. 
3 Klein, "The Great Bliss Queen," 84. 
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compounded by the dualistIc perception of those requiring training (i.e., 

those who are not yet enlightened), is a means for realizing one's ultimate 

and nondual nature. 

In sum, gender is neither a category of emptiness itself (Le., ultimate 

reality), nor of ultimate soteriological importance. Thus, while it might be 

significant to a feminist or a prospective practitioner of Tantric Buddhism 

that the tradition provides an array of female and male enlightened 

figures with whom real women and men can choose to identify their body, 

speech, and mind, it must be emphasized that gender is a relative means 

for achieving enlightenment. Illustrating the rather arbitrary nature of 

gender is the fact that women and men Tantric practitioners visualize 

themselves as either female or male meditational deities for the purpose of 

realizing the empty nature of their body, speech, mind, and gender. A 

dialogue located in the Vimalakirtinirdesa Sutra underscores this point, as 

well, in what might be characterized as a kind of visualization practice in 

its own right. The disciple Shariputra initiates a debate on the topic of 

gender with a Goddess who is portrayed as having gained some degree of 

realization: 

Shariputra: "Why don't you change your female sex?" 
Goddess: "I have been here [Vimalakirti's Palace] twelve 
years and have looked for the innate characteristics of 
the female sex and haven't been able to find them. How 
can I change them?" 
Then the Goddess, by supernatural power, changed 
Shariputra into a likeness of herself and changed herself 
into a likeness of Shariputra and asked: "Why don't you 
change your female sex?" 
Shariputra, in the form of the Goddess answered: "I do 
not know how I changed nor how I changed into your 
female form." 
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Goddess: "Just as you are not really a woman but appear 
in female form, all women also only appear to be female 
in form but are not really women. Therefore, the Buddha 
said all are not really men or women. "1 

Visualization practice is not an end in itself but rather a relative 

means for coming to an experiential understanding of ultimate truth. 

According to Padmasambhava's oral instructions to Yeshe Tsogyel, because 

"[deities] are all of one taste in the state of dharmakaya, each person can 

practice whichever yidam [she] feels inclined toward. In fact, no matter 

how they appear, if you practice one you will be practicing them all. If you 

accomplish one you will accomplish them all." While there is no 

contradiction in practicing the visualizations of many deities, "If you were 

to do so while regarding the yidam deities as having different qualities ... , 

you would be immeasurably obscured. "2 Thus, the point of visualization 

meditation is to realize the emptiness of all qualities and attributes, 

including gender. Furthermore, to give these qualities or attributes an 

ultimacy would, as the passage admonishes, be of inestimable damage to 

one's progress. 

1 Gross, Buddhism After Patriarchy, 72. 
2 Both quotes are from Erik Perna Kunsang's translation of Dakini Teachings, oral 
teachings of the Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism. My substitution of she for he 
in the first quoted section reflects my own choice of pronouns and does not change 
the text itself. The pronoun 'Kong' in Tibetan is neutral and may be translated as 
either he or she. Yeshe Tsogyel, Dakini Teachings (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 
Inc., 1990) Translated by Erik Perna Kunsang. 
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Dakinis 

Intimately linked to the idea of Creative Space, or the open space of 

dharmakaya, is enlightenment itself. 1 The etymology of mkha-gro-ma, the 

Tibetan equivalent of Dakini, illustrates this association of space with 

enlightenment. 'Mkha' translates as sky or space, 'gro--' pronounced 'dro'-

is a conjugation of the verb to go, and 'rna' is the feminine particle ending. 

Guenther gives the following gloss, "The Tibetan explanation of the word 

for 'sky,' 'celestial space' is a term for 'no-thing-ness' ([Tib.,] stong-pa-nyid) 

(Skt., sunyata) and 'to go' means 'to understand.' The Dakini is therefore an 

understanding of no-thing-ness. "2 An "eighteenth-century Nyingma scholar 

Nga-wang-den-dzin-dor-jay ... gives a rare elaboration of this very common 

term. To paraphrase him, the vast sky itself is seen both as united with her 

wisdom and as the arena in which her innumerable compassionate 

manifestations of activity take place. "3 This description underscores the 

Dakini's simultaneous embodiment of emptiness (Le., the ultimate level of 

dharmakaya), on the one hand, and manifestation of activity and form, on 

the other, taking place on the conventional levels of Intangible Appearance 

(sambhogakaya) and Relative Manifestation (nirmanakaya). The most 

frequent English translations for mkha-gro-ma are Sky Dancer, Sky-Goer, 

Skyborne Lady, and Sky-Dweller, occasionally the term Khandro will also 

appear. 

1 Klein, "The Great Bliss Queen," 80. Creative Space , in this sentence, is a quoted 
phrase taken from an earlier discussion of the three kayas as they relate to sentient 
beings' potential for their realization. 
2 Janice D. Willis, "Dakini: Some Comments, On Its Nature and Meaning," Feminine 
Ground: Essays On Women and Tibet (Ithaca, New York: Snow Lion Publications, 1987) 
62. 
3 Klein, "The Great Bliss Queen," 80. 
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There are manifold classifications and definitions for the figure of the 

Dakini, the most general and consistent of which identify her as one of the 

three roots: Guru, Yidam, and Dakini. The Guru and Yidam are the sources 

of blessings and accomplishments, respectively, and the Dakini is said to 

clear away outer, inner, and secret obstacles to one's practice. The 

obscuration of disturbing emotions is said to be the coarsest of the three 

kinds of obscurations. On a subtler level there is the obscuration of 

dualistic knowledge, the belief and perception that objects exist from their 

own side thereby giving rise to a rigid concept of "self" and "other." The 

subtle most obscuration is that of habitual tendencies. 1 

The three roots simultaneously and individually embody the 

Buddha's Body, Speech, and Mind (i.e. nirmanakaya, sambhogakaya, and 

dharmakaya). 2 The innerworkings of the three roots vary according to 

context, for instance: "As essential empty being [dharmakaya] , the [Guru] 

may be conceived as the totality in which arises the instructive visionary 

realm [sambhogakaya] of the Yidam and the apparitional realm 

[nirmanakaya] of the Dakini dancing the [Guru's] karma. The [Guru] and 

Dakini may be viewed as a union of skillful means and perfect insight, 

while the Yidam is the product of their union. Each is also the totality of 

reality, and all three possess the three modes of being."3 Moreover, the 

Dakini, when embodied in figures such as Yeshe Tsogyel, carries out the 

Guru's functions as conferer of blessings and progenitor of teachings. In the 

capacity of Yidam, the Dakini is guardian, personal deity, and instructor.4 

1 Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche. Union of Mahamudra and Dzogchen. 43. I have 
paraphrased Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche's discussion of the three kinds of obscurations. 
2 Ibid., 223. 
3 Ibid .• 224. Here. I have substituted the Sanskrit word Guru for its Tibetan equivalent. 
Lama. as it is more commonly used in the formulation of the three roots. 
4 Paraphrase of Dowman. Sky Dancer, 224. 
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Pre-Buddhist origins speak of Dakinis as wrathful and witchlike 

female deities associated with the Hindu goddess Kali. 1 However, with their 

appropriation into Tantric Buddhism, Dakinis take on what seems an 

endless variety of meanings and manifestations--as exemplifies one of 

their definitions as the appearance of all phenomena. In brief, there are 

Dakinis of transcendent and mundane types. A Dakini may be a woman or 

a goddess, who has not yet transcended the cycle of samsara but who is 

working to this end according to Tantric practice and belief. The paper will 

only present examples and specifically discuss Dakinis of the transcendent 

category: Yidams, that is non-theistic meditational deities who are 

necessarily figures of enlightenment and fully enlightened Buddhas.2 

There is also something more generally conceived of as the Dakini 

principle. The Dakini principle is characterized by the dynamic and diverse 

patterns in which the Dakini functions to fulfill enlightened activities. In 

this capacity the Dakini is said to be the root of 'auspicious circumstances,' 

that is "The play or display of emptiness as form ... referred to in Tibetan as 

tendrel. Enlightened activities arise as the auspicious circumstances of the 

realization of the dakini, of mind's true nature ... "3 Thus, when referring to 

the complex of enlightened activities as well as the capacities embodied in 

her role as one of the three roots, the Dakini is often spoken of in the 

singular. 

1 Marylin M. Rhie and Robert A.F. Thurman, Wisdom and Compassion: The Sacred Art 
of Tibet (New York: Harry N. Abrams. Inc .• Publishers. 1991) 390. 
2 Non-theistic in the sense that there isn't a belief in an existent or creator god; 
rather, a non-theistic deity provides a means for realizing one's ultimate nature. 
Ch6gyam Trungpa spends a good deal of time in many of his works discussing this 
point. 
3 Chagdud Tulku, Gates to Buddhist Practice, 190. 
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In my focus on phenomenological and psychological interpretations 

of the figure of the Dakini, I will present three different perspectives from 

which to view her enlightened activities.1 Initially, I will explore the more 

general question of how we are to understand the appearance of 

enlightened Dakinis. Then, from the perspective of one who is directly 

perceiving her appearance, I will explore what it means to say that her 

manifestation is not separate from the innate nature of one's mind. From a 

neutral perspective, that is more from the level of what can be said about 

her and other enlightened figures like her, I will approach the questions: in 

what way can enlightened beings be said to exist; what distinguishes 

Buddhas from sentient beings; and is Buddha nature qualitatively different 

from dharmakaya? Based on the answers to these questions, I will take up 

the final perspective of Yeshe Tsogyel who as an enlightened being 

explains the manner in which she co-arises with the minds of sentient 

beings. 

Two Visions of Dakini Vajravarahi 

There are many anecdotes in the biographies of the eighty-four 

Mahasiddhas that have as their focus encounters with fully enlightened 

Dakinis. The following biographical account of Master Virupa Siddha, taken 

from the Tibetan text, Legends of the eighty-four Mahasiddhas (Tib. Grub 

thob brgyad bcu tsa bzhi'i 10 rgyus), is an example in which the figure of 

the Dakini plays a central role in the spiritual transformation of an adept.2 

1 By phenomenological I mean the Dakini's appearance in space and time, and by 
psychological I am referring to the process or principle by which such 
manifestation takes place from the both the perspective of the one perceiving and 
the one manifesting. 
2 Dowman, Masters of Mahamudra, preface xii. This particular text was narrated by 
Great Guru Abhayadatta Sri of Campama to the Tibetan monk, Mondup Sherab, in the 
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A siddha is a Tantric adept who has achieved siddhi, a term that can be 

defined as "magical power" but whose ultimate signification is 

enlightenment itself. 1 Virupa's biography relates the following story: 

While he was still young, Virupa was granted the initiation 
and empowerment of the Dakini Vajra Varahi, the Sow
Faced Dakini. Constantly striving for results from his med
itation he recited Vajra Varahi's mantra ten million times, 
and then again ten million, over a twelve year period. But 
he did not receive so much as a dream-omen to signify 
progress, and his mind was troubled. One day he became 
so depressed that he threw his rosary in a latrine. "What 
do beads have to do with happiness?" he asked himself. 
In the evening of that auspicious day, at the time of even
ing worship, just as the realization came to him that he 
had no rosary, a Dakini appeared and put his rosary 
into his hand. She then gave him this advice in a vision: 
"Most Fortunate Child, do not be troubled. With my bless
ing continue your practice. Rid your mind of the habit of 
thinking of things as either this or that, and abandon all 
wandering and critical thought. Strip your mind of men
tal fiction." 

[Virupa's] Song of Enlightenment: 

The innate purity that is the nature of mind, 
That is the essential Vajra Varahi. 

She exists within, 
So do not look elsewhere, 
That is foolish and childish. 
The nature of mind, a wish-fulfilling gem, 
Stripped of all mental fiction, 
That is the most satisfying achievement. 

Virupa practiced the spiritual discipline of Vajra Varahi 
for a further twelve years, and he gained the supreme 

eleventh or twelfth centuries c.e. Virupa himself is believed to have lived around 850 
c.e. 
1 Ibid., preface xi-xii, 4. 
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realization of Mahamudra. 1 

Virupa's biography and song of enlightenment bring to mind some 

important questions regarding the status and identity of the Dakini in the 

narrative as well as the more general question of how we are to 

understand her appearance in space and time. The beginning of the 

passage relates Virupa's having received the initiation and empowerment 

of Dakini Vajravarahi, which, generally speaking, is the formal introduction 

and Guru's blessing to practice the visualization of a particular Yidam. 

Some background is needed on the nature of visualization practice in 

Tantric Buddhism for purposes of contextualizing Virupa's experiences. 

Visualization practice is a Tantric means of realizing the innate purity of 

one's body, speech, and mind. 2 "From the viewpoint the practitioner 

wishes to achieve, one uses ... visualization and imagined identification ... only 

in order to attain a specific type of mind, after which such symbolism 

becomes superfluous. "3 The practice of visualization consists of resting In 

the innate nature of one's own mind, and from this one visualizes oneself 

as a particular Yidam. Visualizing one's body as that of the Yidam's, means 

that one's body is simultaneously visible yet empty. Reciting the deity's 

mantra, one's voice is, at the same time, audible and empty. Identifying 

one's mind as inseparable from that of the Yidam's, one's awareness is 

indivisible from emptiness.4 It is thus that the practitioner comes to a 

realization that her own body, speech, and mind are inseparable from that 

1 Ibid., 44. 
2 In the sentence, 'purity' refers to untouched by referential and dualistic modes of 
being in the world, that is thinking of phenomena as having an inherent existence 
of their own. 
3 Klein, "The Great Bliss Queen," 97. 
4 This sentence paraphrases an idea given in a lecture by Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche. 
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of the Yidam's. Finally, the visualization is dissolved back into the empty 

nature of one's own mind. 

While Dakini Vajravarahi is identified as the female yidam of 

Virupa's visualization practice, representing the direct and full realization 

of emptiness, there IS some ambiguity as to the identity of the Dakini who 

appears to Virupa. The ambiguity lies in the fact that the translation 

simply says that Ita Dakini appeared lt and does not indicate whether she is 

Dakini Vajravarahi to whom Virupa refers in his Song of Enlightenment. In 

its discussion of visualization practice, the following eighth-century text 

situates Virupa's expectation of having a vision of his Yidam deity Dakini 

Vajravarahi and points to the enlightened status of the Dakini who appears 

to Virupa. 1 

Do not regard the yidam deity as a form body; it is 
dharmakaya. The meditation on this form body as 
manifesting from dharmakaya and appearing with 
color, attributes, ornaments, attire, and major and 
minor marks should be practiced as being visible 
while devoid of self-nature. It is just like the reflec
tion of the moon in the water ... Realize that you and 
the yidam deity are not two and that there is no 
yidam deity apart from yourself. You approach the 
yidam deity when you realize that your nature is 
the state of non-arising dharmakaya ... When you 
attain mental stability by practicing like this, you 
will have a vision of the deity, receive teachings, 
and so forth ... Do not become fascinated or overjoy-

1 This particular text is part of a dialogue between Yeshe Tsogyel and Mahasiddha 
Padmasambhava. While contemporaries of the same period in Indian Tantric 
Buddhism, Padmasambhava lived somewhat earlier than Virupa and primarily 
practiced the teachings of Dzogchen, the Nyingma equivalent of Mahamudra. More 
over, the commentaries of the eighty-four Mahamudra biographies have been 
clarified by the Dzogchen teachings. A number of masters who hold lineages in both 
Mahamudra and Dzogchen, such as Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche teach them side by side, 
complimentary of one another. 
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ed by such visions since they are only the manifest
ations of your mind. 1 

The above passage, along with conveying central ideas about the 

nature of visualization meditation, credits visionary appearances to the 

stabilization of one's visualization practice. Virupa's Dakini appears to him 

at a time when he is thoroughly immersed in his personal practice and 

visualization of Dakini Vajravarahi. From this, we may conclude the 

enlightened status of the Dakini who appears to Virupa, her identity being 

that of Vajravarahi herself or, perhaps, one of her emanations.2 

Furthermore, the Dakini's enlightened status unfolds in light of the various 

roles that she fulfills in the passage. At once, she embodies: Guru, Yidam 

and Dakini, enlightened manifestations who embody the three kayas 

simultaneously. In the capacity of Guru, she confers blessings, "With my 

blessing continue your practice." As Yidam, she is the enlightened deity of 

Virupa's visualization practice and in this sense the source of 

accomplishment. Finally, through her advice, "Rid your mind of the habit of 

thinking of things as either this or that, and abandon all wandering and 

critical thought. Strip your mind of all mental fiction," she diagnoses 

Virupa's outer, inner, and secret obscurations and prescribes their 

antidote.3 

How are we to understand Dakini Vajravarahi's appearance in space 

and time? We are told in the passage on visualization that the appearance 

of one's Yidam is the manifestation of one's own mind. Virupa's Song of 

1 Yeshe Tsogyel, Dakini Teachings, 107. 
2 Enlightened beings, like Vajravarahi, can have emanations of one or more of the 
following aspects: body, speech, and mind. Emanations perceptible to ordinary 
consciousnesses are those of relative manifestation (nirmanakaya). 
3 The three levels of obscurations are listed in an earlier footnote on page twenty. 
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Enlightenment additionally indicates that the innate nature of one's own 

mind, "is the essential Vajra-Varahi." Accordingly, the appearance of 

Virupa's Yidam, Dakini Vajrvarahi, can be understood as the manifestation 

or projection of the innate nature of his own mind. 

Taking the first line of Virupa's song of enlightenment, found toward 

the middle of the excerpt from his biography, the language of purity is 

invoked when discussing the nature of mind. Traditionally, this is another 

way that Tibetan Buddhist Nyingma scholars refer to the nondualistic 

wisdom of the mind. 1 The following lines identify Vajravarahi as spacially 

and ontologically inseparable from the essential nature of one's own mind. 

Spacially, the Dakini does not exist somewhere else, "She exists within." 

Ontologically, she is, "the innate purity that is the nature of mind." 

A wish-fulfilling gem is that which brings forth wishes, likewise, in 

the sixth line, mind described as a wish-fulfilling gem expresses the idea 

that the nature of one's own mind has the capacity to manifest whatever 

form necessary to fulfill the needs of sentient beings.2 This statement is 

particularly interesting in light of the fact that the ability to manifest 

whatever form necessary for the liberation of sentient beings is usually a 

capability that is ascribed to Buddhas. According to the idea of mind as a 

wish-fulfilling gem, the Dakini can be understood as a projection of the 

illuminating potential (i.e., tathagathagarbha) of Virupa's own mind, the 

manifestation of which functions to remove his obstacles on the path) 

1 Klein, "The Great Bliss Queen," 80. 
2 The definition for wish-fulfilling gem is paraphrased from a definition given by 
Dudjom Rinpoche, The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 133. 
3 As earlier discussed, tathagathagarbha, signifies the seed of enlightenment 
inherent in the minds of all sentient beings and translates as Buddha 
nature/essence. 
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From this we may arrive at an understanding of the Dakini as the 

enlightening principle of one's own mind. 

The passage on visualization informs us that the appearance of the 

Dakini is the manifestation of one's own mind. Virupa's Song of 

Enlightenment captures the ontological meaning of this idea in its assertion 

that the basic nature of one's own mind (i.e., tathagathagarbha) is, in fact, 

the Dakini herself. At this point, I would like to sketch out the manner in 

which the Dakini's appearance is quite literally the manifestation of one's 

own mind. Whereas mind in the ontological interpretation is in reference 

to the innate purity of mind as Buddha nature; mind, in this discussion, is 

principally referring to the complex of karmic obscurations that determine 

one's visionary and psychological perceptions of the world. I will use an 

excerpt from the biography of Mahasiddha N aropa to focus the discussion 

on how enlightened figures manifest in accordance with one's karmic 

obscurations and hence, also with one's spiritual needs. First, some 

background will be needed on the doctrine of karma and what is meant by 

karmic vision. 

Karma, itself, translates as action and is primarily a doctrine of cause 

and effect; the idea that for every action there is a result. Karma can be 

likened to a seed that has been planted whose ripening will take place 

when the secondary conditions are present. However, some seeds may not 

come up for lifetimes to come. Because unenlightened beings only see 

through the scope of relative truth, and are unable to maintain a direct 

perception of ultimate and relative truths simultaneously, phenomena 

appear to exist solidly and in independence from all other phenomena. 

This habitual tendency is referred to as dualistic fixation, or clinging. 

Furthermore, viewing the world this way continuously sets the stage for 
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this kind of dualistic perception in the future. It is in this sense that it is 

karmic. Obscurations are all those things that prevent sentient beings' 

from recogni:zing their true nature, tathagathagarbha (Buddha nature).1 

Hence, the tendency to view phenomena as having an inherent existence, is 

termed, karmic obscuration of dualistic fixation. Karmic vision is another 

way of describing the complex of obscurations that have come to constitute 

one's manner of viewing the world. Consequently, everything is filtered 

psychologically as well as visually through one's karmic vision. 

Naropa, the renowned disciple of Tilopa, lived in the eleventh 

century c.e. He is considered to be one of early great masters of the Kagyu 

lineage within Tibetan Buddhism.2 His biography relates the following 

story: 

At Nalanda University he became Chancellor and 
gave teachings and monastic vows, as well as meditation 
instruction. One day there appeared a woman with 
thirty-two ugly signs--brown hair standing on end, a 
bulbous forehead, wrinkled and pitted face, coarse 
eyelashes, bloodshot, watery eyes, flat nose, twisted, 
gaping mouth, pendulous ears, coarse, green skin, 
trembling, gnarled hands, and a hump on her back. 
Sneezing and yawning, crying and laughing, limping and 
leaning on a walking stick, she asked, "Do you know the 
words of the Dharma, or the meaning of the Dharma?" 
Naropa replied, "I know the meaning," and the woman 
wept. Then he said, "I know the words of the Dharma," 
and she laughed with joy. Then he asked, "Who 
understands the meaning of the Dharma?" She replied, 

1 It is essential to remember that while Buddha nature is said to be an inherent 
feature of the human mind, Buddha nature is itself emptiness. 
2 The lineage of Mahasiddha Tilopa's teachings extend into the Kagyu school of 
Tibetan Buddhism. 
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"My Brother." He said, "Please take me to him." She said, 
"Pray, meditate and search. II With this she disappeared. 1 

Interestingly enough, the old crone in the passage is identified as rDo-rje 

phag-mo (Vajravarahi), the Dakini of Virupa's biography.2 Vajravarahi is 

often depicted as a wrathful or semi-wrathful deity. Her male consort is 

Shamvara, identified variously as Heruka or Paramasukha-Chakrasamvara. 

Heruka, in addition to being the name of this particular deity, is a general 

term that refers to a male wrathful deity. Literally, Heruka translates as 

'blood drinker,' and refers to, IIA wrathful deity who drinks the blood of 

ego-clinging. 1I3 Dakini often denotes a female wrathful or semi-wrathful 

dei ty .4 More generally, however, Dakinis are defined as female yoginis 

(Tantric practitioners) as well as Yidams, both peaceful and wrathfu1.5 

While the account itself does not make reference to the old woman as a 

Dakini as such, the text does identify the old woman as 

Vajrayogini/Vajravarahi. As we recall from Virupa's encounter with 

Vajravarahi, she is both a female Yidam and a Dakini--for that matter, a 

1 Khenpo Konchog Gyaltsen, The Great Kagyu Masters (Ithaca: Snow Lion 
Publications, 1990) 59. 
2 Herbert V. Guenther, The Life and Teachings of Naropa (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1963) xii-xiii. It should be mentioned, as well, that the text itself identifies 
Naropa's visionary encounter as being with Vajrayogini. However, according to 
Tantric religious symbolism, as Guenther notes, the hag can be identified as 
Vajravarahi, a form of Vajrayogini depicted with a sow's head jutting out of the side 
of her head to symbolize the cutting of ignorance and stupidity. Others, however, 
identify Naropa's Dakini with Vajrayogini. The sources I have consulted, however, all 
suggest that they are interchangeable. A third form associated with them both is 
Vaj radakini. 
3 Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche, Union of Mahamudra and Dzogchen, 253. 
4 Chogyam Trungpa, The Lion's Roar (Boston: Shambhala Publications, Inc., 1992) see 
glossary. 
5 Chogyam Trungpa, The Heart of the Buddha (Boston: Shambhala Publications, Inc., 
1991) 149. 
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Buddha too. Additionally, those speaking from the side of the Tantric 

tradition have made explicit reference to the old woman as a Dakini.1 

In the account, the old crone admonishes N aropa to leave his 

academic position at the university in order to begin pursuing the meaning 

of the Dharma. This encounter sends him on a journey of twelve visionary 

experiences that finally enable him to recognize his Guru, Tilopa. Each of 

the twelve visions "shows [N aropa] in symbolic form what he has to do in 

order to establish the integrity of his being. "2 Upon their eventual meeting, 

Tilopa reveals to Naropa, "From the beginning I have followed you like a 

shadow. But because of your obscurations you did not see me ... Now you 

have become a proper vessel for the precious instructions." From this it is 

clear that Naropa's journey is a transformative one in which his visions 

serve to bring about the purification of his obscurations. Moreover, Tilopa's 

assertion that Naropa's visionary experiences were determined by his 

particular obscurations points to the understanding of such visions as the 

manifestation of a complex interplay of karmic factors filtering one's 

perception of the world. 

Having established that the Dakini IS, on one level, a projection of 

the potentiality and nature of one's mind and thus a kind of inherent 

illuminating principle, we may additionally understand that the particular 

manifestation of enlightened figures such as the Dakini are in accordance 

with and reflect one's karmic obscurations. This point is further illustrated 

when Tilopa leads an assembly of practitioners into samadhi (meditative 

absorption) and they each have a different view of him. "When they asked 

1 Ibid., 149. 
2 Guenther, The Life and Teaching of Naropa, xiii. 
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who he really was he answered, 'I am exactly as each of you sees me."'l 

Thus, each student has a different meditational vision of Tilopa, 

corresponding to her own karmic vision. A further demonstration of this 

principle of manifestation, is seen in the strikingly different encounters 

Virupa and Naropa each have with Vajravarahi. Each has a visionary and 

psychological experience of Vajravarahi that is in accordance with his 

particular spiritual needs and obstacles at the time. 

Virupa's biography illustrates a series of meditative movements; the 

first of which is characterized by dualistic fixation: the tendency to cling to 

a rigid concept of "self" and "other." In the account, we learn that 

Vajravarahi--alternatively referred to as Vajrayogini--is the Yidam of 

Virupa's visualization practice. Traditionally, within the Karma Kagyu 

lineage of Tibetan Buddhism, following preliminary practices, Vajrayogini 

is the first Yidam one receives initiation and empowerment to begin 

visualization practice. One might speculate as to why this is so, however, 

the following description of her symbolism underscores her ability to cut 

the obscuration of dualistic fixation at its root. Vajrayogini, "the 

anthropomorphic form of sunyata, 'the personification of vajra emptiness,' 

benefits beings with her wrathful mercy, "accomplishing their welfare with 

horrific accoutrements." Her 'horrific accoutrements' refer to the necklace 

of freshly severed heads that she wears, "[signifying] that all habitual 

concepts are purified or destroyed in nonthought. "2 "From ego's point of 

view, Vajrayogini is terrifying because her wakefulness is so piercing and 

1 Khenpo K5nchog Gyaltsen, The Great Kagyu Masters, 54. 
2 In Ch5gyam Trungpa's commentary, nonthought is understood to mean 
dharmakaya. 
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uncompromising." 1 Yet, in Virupa's experience little is mentioned about her 

visual appearance. Instead of her wrathful manifestation being the catalyst 

for transformation, in this instance, her soothing speech achieves the same 

outcome. Her words, at once, pinpoint Virupa's obscurations, suggest the 

correct way to practice, and encourage him to continue his practice. 

Virupa's expectation of having a vision of Vajravarahi is based on the 

notion that she is somehow "other" than himself. The fact that he tosses his 

prayer beads in the toilet after years of grueling meditation is certainly 

different than if he had thrown his beads in the toilet the first or second 

day of practicing, which probably would have resulted in him fishing them 

out of the toilet himself. The act of throwing his prayer beads in the toilet 

initiates an important shift in his meditation practice, a transition that is 

then consummated by his vision of a Dakini whose appearance serves to 

soothe his state of despair and encourage him to return to his meditation 

practice with the right view. It is in this manner that Virupa's vision of 

Vajravarahi is in accordance with his particular needs and obscurations at 

the time. 

The scholar Herbert Guenther gives his assessment of the highly 

personal and reflective nature of Naropa's encounter with Vajravarahi. 

The vision which induced Naropa to resign from his post 
and to abandon worldly honours, was that of an old and 
ugly woman who mercilessly revealed to him his 
psychological state. 

She symbolically revealed to him, 

1 Chogyam Trungpa, The Heart Of The Buddha, 161. I have paraphrased and quoted 
Chogyam Trungpa's commentary on a praise of Vajrayogini. 
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All that he had neglected and failed to develop ... She is 
ugly, because that which she stands for has not been 
allowed to become alive or only in an undeveloped and 
distorted manner. Lastly she is a deity because all that is 
not incorporated in the conscious mental make-up of the 
individual and appears other-than and more-than 
himself is, traditionally, spoken of as the divine. Thus he 
himself is the old, ugly, and divine woman, who in the 
religious symbolism of the Tantras is the deity rDo-rje 
phag-mo (Vajravarahi) and the who in a psychological 
setting acts as 'messenger' (pho-na).l 

Naropa's vision of Vajravarahi as a wizened and moribund crone 

reflects the state of his hollow and gauzy intellect and functions to yank 

him out of his tedium. Her final words, "Pray, meditate and search," leave 

him in the uncomfortable and anticipatory position of having to .make his 

own way to find the one who will reveal to him the true meaning of the 

Dharma. 2 It seems that it is just this kind of abandoning and baffling 

encounter that could inspire him toward spiritual transformation. 

From both Virupa's and Naropa's accounts, it is evident that their 

distinctive visions of Vajravarahi were determined by their shortcomings 

and needs at the given time. Guenther's interpretation asserts a highly 

internal process at the root of Naropa's vision of the old crone. Integral to 

such symbolic interpretations of the Dakini and of other wisdom 

manifestations like her, is a basic understanding of the ultimate and 

conventional nature of the three kayas. The body of reality, dharmakaya, 

is "the characteristic nature [Le., ultimate truth] of the buddha-body that 

manifests in and of itself, while the bodies of perfect rapture 

[sambhogakaya] and emanation [nirmanakaya] are conventional because 

1 Guenther, The Life and Teaching of Naropa, xiii. 
2 Dharma is a general term that in this context refers most generally to 'the way 
things are,' or reality of all things. 
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they are compounded by the external perception of those who require 

training." 1 The latter point is pivotal in establishing that all 

personifications of the nondual sphere of enlightenment are filtered 

through the dualistic perception of the perceiver, thereby rendering such 

manifestations conventional. In other words, all personifications of the 

uncompounded sphere of dharmakaya are, through the very process of 

being apprehended, filtered through the distinct Karmic visions of the one 

perceiving, resulting in as many distinct images as there are minds to 

perceive the various personifications. 

The above understanding of the relative and ultimate nature of the 

three kayas supports a symbolic interpretation of the figure of the Dakini. 

One that describes her appearance in space and time as an expression of 

the innate potential of one's own mind, manifesting in accordance with 

one's particular spiritual needs as well as obstacles, so as to bring about 

spiritual progress. 

The following account given by scholars Landaw and Weber offers a 

different interpretation of the dynamic taking place between practitioner 

and meditational deity, basing its discussion on Naropa's encounter with 

Vajrayogini: 

This story illustrates several important points about the 
relationship between the meditational deities of the 
Vajrayana path and the spiritual seekers who follow it. 
Although deities such as Vajrayogini can be thought of as 
the embodied fulfillment of the enlightened potential, or 
buddha-nature, existing within each one of us, these 
deities are not merely idealized projections of our own 
internal universe. They have their own existence and it is 
therefore possible to make contact with these external 

1 Dudjom Rinpoche, The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 139. 
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entities and receive inspiration, empowerment, and even 
detailed instruction directly from them. How such contact 
is made and the precise form, or forms, in which these 
deities appear to us depend on our own state of 
receptivity and openness ... Ultimately it makes no 
difference whether we view the various meditational 
deities as reflections of our own enlightened potential or 
as externally existing entities, for both approaches, 
followed with sufficient faith and perseverance, 
eventually lead to the same realizations. 1 

How external are the appearances of such "entities," if, as the passage 

itself states, the manner and "precise form, or forms, in which these deities 

appear to us depend on our own state of receptivity and openness." This 

discussion leads to many questions regarding the distinction between 

internal and external understandings of wisdom figures like that of the 

Dakini. Additionally, coarse phrases such as 'own existence,' 'external 

entities,' and 'externally existing entities' really need to be clarified with 

respect to central Buddhist doctrines which dispute substantialist notions 

that phenomena exist from their own side (i.e., possess self-nature). 

In response to the passage's statement, "They [Deities] have their 

own existence and it is therefore possible to make contact with these 

entities ... " it is my assertion that deities can only be said to have their own 

existence in so far as their existence is interpreted as emptiness itself. This 

interpretation is consistent with the idea that, "Buddhas are of a single ' 

expanse, "in the sphere of dharmakaya.2 Furthermore, the only way 

Buddhas can be said to be set apart from conventional phenomena is 

epistemologically. This is to say that Buddhas have the capacity to 

IJonathan Landaw and Andy Weber, Images of Enlightenment (Ithaca, New York: 
Snow Lion Publications, 1993) 139-140. 
2 Dudjom Rinpoche, The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 139. 
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maintain a direct, non-dual realization of ultimate and conventional 

phenomena simultaneously, whereas unenlightened beings, owing to their 

obscuration of dualistic perception, may only reflect upon ultimate and 

conventional phenomena separately. 1 

The reference to deities as "external entities" and "externally existing 

entities" is certainly misleading. According to Klein's discussion of ultimate 

and conventional phenomena (Le., emptiness and form, Buddhas and 

sentient beings, or nirvana and samsara), "Ontological nondualism [refers 

to] the mutual pervasion, or coextensiveness, of conventional and ultimate 

phenomena ... Mutual pervasion means that conventional and ultimate 

reality never exist separately." Moreover, "Even to say that the ultimate is 

immanent within the mundane is too dualistic if by that one implies that 

the actual center of ultimacy is elsewhere and that, therefore, the ultimate 

is actually only secondarily present in the mundane. "2 Thus, to assert that 

deities exist externally gives the mistaken impression that either deities 

solidly exist and/or that ultimate and conventional phenomena are 

somehow spacially, temporally, and perhaps even ontologie ally separate. 

Despite the crudeness of the passage in question, the interpretation is 

right to underscore a basic point of uncertainty as to how we are to 

understand the manifold compassionate appearances of Buddhas. Does the 

understanding of Buddhas as epistemologically distinct from sentient 

beings have any impact on how we should view the innumerable and 

compassionate manifestations of enlightened mind, such as the Dakini? In 

other words, does a distinction as philosophically important as this suggest 

1 Klein, "The Great Bliss Queen," 84. I have incorporated Klein's use of the term 
'epistemological' as it refers to the manner in which enlightened minds are 
distinguished from unenlightened ones. 
2 Ibid.. 82, 84. 
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whether we are to understand such manifestations as the compassionate 

activities of enlightened beings or as the projections of the illuminating 

principle of our own minds? Furthermore, do the two interpretations differ 

importantly from one another? Certainly, this is a very subtle point. 

Insight into the above questions can be found in Klein's discussion of 

what she terms 'developmental nondualism.' 

Among the ramifications of ontological nondualism 
is the assertion that the mind of every living being 
is qualified by emptiness. This premise is the basis 
of developmental nondualism. It means above all 
that the human mind has great potential for trans
formation. Any defilements or limitations are not 
inherently or immutably embedded in its nature. 
Thus, the attainment of full enlightenment is seen 
as possible for every living creature ... The radical 
Buddhist vision of a mind capable of utterly divest
ing itself of all problematic tendencies--and able to 
do so because it is empty--is central to the idea 
of developmental nondualism. Emptiness, as a 
quality of whatever exists, allows for change and 
forms the ground of activity'! 

From this, the assertion can be made that emptiness, whether 

epistemologically realized, as in the case of Buddhas, or as an innate 

quality of sentient life, establishes the basis for all activity. Buddhas, 

having come to a nondualistic realization of ultimate and conventional 

truths, act on behalf of all sentient beings on the basis of this 

understanding and out of compassion for sentient beings' lack of this 

understanding. Furthermore, due to sentient beings' lack of realization of 

1 Ibid., 86-87. 
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ultimate and conventional levels of truth, their actions are karmic ally 

binding (Le. karma producing).1 

To ask whether sentient beings' projections of the innate nature of 

their own minds are of the same qualitative nature as the manifestations 

of enlightened beings, is to ask whether or not Buddha nature 

(tathagathagdrbha) is somehow distinguished from dharmakaya, the full 

realization of this emptiness. Nyingma scholars argue that the two-

Buddha nature, the innate potential for enlightenment, and dharmakaya, 

the sphere of enlightenment itself--are not qualitatively different. 

All (those requtnng training and the means of training) 
are of a common savour and are spontaneously present 
without effort, disregarding causes and conditions such 
as the provision of merit accumulated by those requiring 
training and distinctions of the Conqueror's aspiration. 
Therefore, the natural expression of the mind of all 
sentient beings, and the all-pervasive natural expression 
of reality, which is the pristine cognition of the buddhas 
and the nucleus of the sugata, are inseparable from each 
other, without coming and going, transferring and 
changing, as the oil pervades the sesame seed. Enlightened 
activity is present therein, pervading the fundamental 
nature of reality, and its uncompounded essence is 
characteristically permanent, pervasive and spontaneous.2 

Thus Landaw and Weber are at least half correct when they say, 

"Ultimately, it makes no difference whether we view the various 

meditational deities as reflections of our own enlightened potential or as 

1 The only basis on which karma has to accumulate is on the enduring and 
false belief in a solidly existing 'I. I 
2 Dudjom Rinpoche, The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 146. Conqueror's 
aspiration, in the passage, refers to the aspiration of Buddhas to continually work 
towards the enlightenment and ultimate happiness of all sentient life. 
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externally existing entities." However, the reasoning and language they use 

to reach this conclusion is, at best, misleading. It isn't the case that it 

makes no difference whether we view divine appearances as the 

reflections of our own enlightened potential or as the compassionate 

manifestations of enlightened beings, because Buddhas have their own 

existence. Rather, it is due to the fact that the activity of Buddhas is 

inseparable from and pervades the fundamental nature of all sentient 

beings that all contradiction is removed between the two interpretations. 

Instead of developing this latter point in their claim, Landaw and Weber 

prematurely retire it and introduce the misleading notion that Buddhas 

have their own existence. 1 

Yeshe Tso~yeJ. Vajravarahi Incarnate 

With an understanding of the nature of reality as inseparable from 

enlightened activity, let us turn to the life of Yeshe Tsogyel whose spiritual 

advice to her disciples elaborates on the process of manifestation from the 

point of view of one who is enlightened.2 Yeshe Tsogyel is revered by the 

Nyingma tradition as the speech emanation of Vajravarahi, thus presenting 

us with yet a third and final manifestation of this female wisdom being,3 

Yeshe Tsogyel was the spiritual consort of Padmasambhava, a fully

realized master and transmitter of the first cycle of Buddhist teachings into 

Tibet in the eighth century c.e., as well as a guru in her own right. She was 

1 Recall their assessment of the situation, "Although deities such as Vajrayogini can 
be thought of as the embodied fulfillment of the enlightened potential, or buddha 
nature, existing within each of us, these deities are not merely idealized projections 
of our own internal universe. They have their own existence ... " 
2 Yeshe Tsogyel is a historical figure who lived in the eighth century c.e. In the 
Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, she is renowned as the "chief of the female 
wisdom beings, or Sky-borne Ladies (dakini)." Klein, "The Great Bliss Queen," 80. 
3 Dowman, Sky Dancer (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984) 5. 
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Padmasambhava's biographer and the preserver of a vast body of his 

hidden teachings, known as terma. 1 

During the final phase of Tsogyel's life, her immediate disciples each 

request one last teaching from her. Ma Rinchen Chok requests to know how 

all of her disciples can remain with her after she passes away. In response 

to this question, Tsogyel elaborates on the multivalence of her being: 

[1] If you recognize me, the Dakini Queen of the Lake 
of Awareness, 

[2] The principal of the whole of samsara and nirvana, 
[3] You know that I live in the minds of all sentient 

beings; 
[4] I project myself as the elements of body-mind and 

the sense-fields, 
[5] And by secondary emanation I appear as the twelve 

interdependent elements of existence. 
[6] Though certainly we are ultimately inseparable, 
[7] Failing to recognize me, you objectify me as an 

external entity. 
[8] But when you finally discover me, 
[9] The one naked mind arisen from within, 
[10] Absolute Awareness permeates the universe.2 

1 Terma refers to texts and teachings that are hidden away due to their 
inappropriateness for a particular time period. These teachings are then either 
physically or mentally rediscovered at propitious times by future nirmanakaya 
emanations (Tib. Tulku). Discoverers of hidden treasure-teachings are referred to 
specifically as tertons. Yeshe Tsogyel's autobiography was rediscovered as mind 
terma in the eighteenth century by a Tantric adept by the name of Taksham Nuden 
Dorje. For the footnote information I have consulted Erik Perna Kunsang's account in 
The Lotus Born. A final interesting point about the origins of the term a tradition is 
that the entire body of Prajnaparamita Sutras, the earliest scriptural basis of 
Mahayana Buddhism, was itself a hidden-teaching. The texts were believed by many 
to have been authored by Buddha Sakyamuni and hidden away with the nagas, 
snakes of the underworld. The texts were then rediscovered by N argarjuna in the 
second century, the philosopher of the Middle Way. Dowman, Sky Dancer, 288. 
2 Dowman, Sky Dancer, 160. The numbered verses are my inclusion in order to make 
analysis more coherent. 
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Tsogyel sums up the whole of samsaric beings' delusion and capacity 

for enlightenment within these few lines. The first three verses convey in 

very personal language the idea, in the section previous to this, that the 

minds of sentient beings and the "pristine cognition of the Buddhas" are 

inseparable. Tsogyel's next two statements present a fascinating account of 

how she is able to take on a psycho-physical embodiment. She manifests 

herself as the body-mind elements and as the sense-fields. According to 

the doctrine of the five skandhas (Tib. pung-po nga), there are five body

mind elements that give rise to various kinds of consciousnesses.1 These 

consciousnesses, in turn, form part of the twelve conditions of samsaric 

existence. To illustrate how the twelve interdependent links form a chain 

of cause and effect, here is an example of how the five skandhas are 

intercausally related. The first of the five skandhas, the condition of 

contact, gives rise to the second skandha of feeling. Feeling is then the 

condition that gives rIse to the third skandha of attachment. Attachment IS 

the cause of karma; and, finally, karma is the cause of re-birth, the 

perpetuation of all five aggregates.2 

In light of an understanding of the interdependent processes that 

gIVe rise to sentient beings' psycho-physical embodiment, it is significant 

1 The five skandhas refer to those aspects that function interdependently to comprise 
the individual. The doctrine itself is found in the early Pali cannon and is common to 
the each of the three main schools of Buddhism. The aggregate of form gives rise to 
contact between the sense faculties and their objects; the aggregate of feeling gives 
rise to sense-impressions or emotions; the aggregate of perception allows for 
reflective, discursive, and intuitive discrimination; the aggregate of mental 
formations are "those karmic consequences caused by conscious volition," and the 
aggregate of full awareness functions to coordinate the movements and interplay of 
all other aggregates. I have drawn upon Lama Govinda's explanation of the five 
skandhas for the information in the footnote. 
2 There are seven remaining links intertwined with the five presented above. 
Together, the twelve conditions are presented either in terms of a process of 
affliction or in reverse order, as a process of purification. Dalai Lama, The Meaning 
of Life from a Buddhist Perspective, 9. 
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to learn that it is by similar fashion that Tsogyel projects herself into 

human form. What distinguishes Tsogyel's embodiment is not the process 

by which she assumes human form, but rather her lack of confusion in 

doing so. In other words, her manifestation into form is the enlightened 

version of one's own samsaric-binding voyage through the same process. 

As an enlightened being, Tsogyel has the capacity to "remain in full, direct, 

and nondualistic cognition of the ultimate and at the very same time be 

vibrantly active in the world."l 

Verses six through ten all elaborate on the central idea that 

enlightened activity is inseparable from and pervades the fundamental 

nature of one's own mind (tathagathagarbha). For purposes of teasing out 

the internal logic of the remaining verses, I have shifted the 

interpretation's perspective from that of Yeshe Tsogyel and her immediate 

discipleship to that of all "those requiring training" (Le., sentient beings) 

and all means of instructing (Le. the diverse activities and manifestations 

of enlightened beings). Furthermore. I have approached the verses as a 

whole and have interpreted them moving from verse six to ten. 

Failing to recognize one's own mind as the centerless center from 

which enlightened activities effortlessly arise. one objectifies all manner of 

forms and appearance as external realities. That is. by failing to recognize 

the empty nature of one's own mind and the empty nature of all 

phenomena, one objectifies all that one perceives. But when one finally 

discovers the empty nature of one's own mind. spontaneously and 

pervasively present. and the empty nature of all appearances, divine and 

human alike, "Absolute awareness permeates the universe." This last verse 

1 Klein, "The Great Bliss Queen," 84. 
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conveys the idea that Tsogyel can manifest in all manners of shape and 

form without ever moving from the empty sphere of dharmakaya. Thus, 

even while appearing in conventional form, she is the enlightened basis of 

all reality, "the principal of the whole of samsara and nirvana." 1 

In a somewhat different take on the manner in which she co-arises 

with sentient life, Tsogyel asserts " ... wheresoever is human emotion, there 

is sentient life; wheresoever is sentient life, there are the five elements; 

wheresoever are the five elements, there is space; and in so far as my 

compassion is co-extensive with space, it pervades all human emotion. "2 

Tsogyel's statements, here, point to the psychological level on which she 

co-arises with sentient beings' emotions. While verses three, four, and five 

of the previous passage elaborate on the process of emanation according to 

the five aggregates and twelve links of interdependence, here, the process 

is explained in terms of the five basic elements underlying all phenomena. 

According to the element symbolism of Tibetan Tantra, the five 

elements in their subtlest forms are the "five coloured lights that 

illuminate, the quintessence of our emotions. "3 Associated with each 

element and its corresponding color, is a deluded human emotion, or 

poison, as well as its enlightened counterpart. For example, the element of 

fire corresponds to the color red. Associated with both, is the deluded 

emotion of desire. The enlightened counterpart to the poison of desire is 

discriminating wisdom. The symbolism is meant to provide a means for 

1 The quoted verse is Tsogyel's second verse. 
2 Dowman, Sky Dancer, 147. 
3 Above, I have paraphrased and quoted Ngakpa Chllgyam's account in Rainbow of 
Liberated Energy, 35. My discussion is based on the element symbolism of the 
Guhyasamaja-Tantra, which as Dowman has asserted, is the root Tantra of all Tantras, 
is common to all four traditions within Tibetan Buddhism. Most generally, the 
symbolic system of elements is a means for better understanding and working with 
one's psycho-physical embodiment. 
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sentient beings' to realize the intrinsic purity of their deluded emotions. 

Just as visualization practice is a means for realizing the true nature of 

one's body, speech, and mind, the symbolism of the elements is a method 

for realizing the enlightened expression of one's deluded emotions. They 

are both relative means for meeting with ultimate truth. 

Psychologically undifferentiated from the intrinsic nature of one's 

own thoughts and emotions, Tsogyel is the enlightened counterpart to one's 

delusion. Operating at the deepest level of our psycho-physical 

embodiment, she co-arises with one's mind on the sambhogakaya level of 

emotion and one's body on the nirmanakaya level of form. Her title Sky 

Dancer appropriately characterizes her ability to move freely through the 

forms and minds of sentient beings. 

Conclusions 

In many ways the question of whether meditational deities have an 

external existence is similar to the question of whether gender is an 

ultimate characteristic of enlightened figures such as the Dakini. Answered 

positively, both questions betray positions of relative and myopic scope. 1 

According to Prasangika-Madhyamika thought, the only manner in 

which enlightened beings differ from sentient beings is in their capacity to 

directly perceive ultimate and relative truths simultaneously. Contrary to 

the views of Landaw and Weber, enlightened activities are said to pervade 

the fundamental nature of all sentient beings. From the viewpoint of one 

who is enlightened, Tsogyel details the manner in which enlightened 

beings co-arise with sentient beings on the emotional level of 

1 Relative in the sense of clouded by dualistic fixation, a concrete belief in the 
reality of appearances. 
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sambhogakaya and on the physical level of nirmanakaya. Verses six and 

seven of her instruction to her disciples, convey the idea that one's own 

mind is the centerless center from which enlightened activities effortlessly 

arise. Failing to recognize this, one objectifies all that one perceives. 

Illustrated in the examples of Virupa and Naropa, each, through the very 

process of perceiving Vajravarahi, objectifies her according to his 

particular spiritual obstacles at the time. 

In viewing Buddha nature as inseparable from Dharmakaya, the full 

realization of emptiness, no distinction is made between the natural 

expressions of sentient beings and those of fully enlightened beings. Thus, 

in the case of those who are not yet fully enlightened, their projections of 

divine appearances are, in fact, objectifications of the innate nature of their 

own minds. Moreover, their perceptions of divine appearances are 

objectifications of dharmakaya. Objectification-along with gender-is a 

relative means for fully identifying the innate nature of one's own 

mind(tathagathagarbha) with the ultimate nature of reality (dharmakaya), 

"after which such symbolism becomes superfluous."l 

I Klein, "The Great Bliss Queen," 97. 
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