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A PHILOSOPHICAL ANALYSIS OF THE NOTION AND
GENDER OF AVALOKITESVARA IN BUDDHIST TANTRA
AND ITS SAIVA-SAKTA ORIGINS

AnubhavVarshney

The aim of this paper is to bring forth some key aspects pertaining to the notion of Avalokite$vara in
Buddbhist tantra, highlighting an intriguing yet puzzling idea about the gender of Avalokite$vara. In the first
part of the paper I seek to introduce the various interesting accounts about Avalokitesvara in Buddhist
literature and the aforesaid intriguing idea. In the latter half of this write up some humble observations have
been made regarding the parallels of Avalokitesvara in Vedic religion, thus making an attempt to dismantle
or dissolve the puzzle, underscoring the possibility of a Vedic or Hindu origin of the most celebrated deity
in Later Buddhist tantra.

@)
Notion of Avalokitesvara and the basic idea

Avalokitesvara is perhaps the most revered deity in Buddhist tantraVajrayana and even early
Mahayana; nevertheless in some schools of Theravada as well he is held in great esteem. The abundant
religious and philosophical literature in Later Buddhism presents vivid accounts of Avalokitesvara.
Saddharmapundarikasitra, Karandavyuhasiitra, Prajfiaparmitahrdayasiitra, Cundidharanisitra are some
of the earliest sources, that present an account of Avalokitesvara. The 24" chapter of
Saddharmapundarikasitra, presents in details the powers, qualities of Avalokitesvara, as spoken by
Buddha to Akshayamati [it might be noted that there lies a dispute on the number of chapters and
chapterization scheme of the text, the details of which might not be of much use to mention here].

Saddharmapun,a’rikasutra1 depicts Avalokite§vara as a bodhisattva who perfects karuna and is the epitome
of virtues like care, empathy and compassion. As per Saddharmapundrikasitra, Avalokite$vara perceives the
laments of bhutmatra (all sentient beings) and as a response works incessantly to their rescue. He hears, sees,
constantly thinks and infallibly destroys all the grief and sufferings of living beings on earth:

Sravano-tha darsano-pi ca anupurvam ca tathanusmrtih
Bhavatithaamoghapraninam sarvadu_hkhabhavaéokanééakahz

Saddharmapundarikasitra is full with praise for the virtues of Avaokite$vara. If one is caught in fire,
dreadful ocean, thunderstorm, surrounded by host of enemies, one just needs to remember Avalokite$vara:
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Saci agnikhadaya patayed ghatanarthaya pradustamanasah,
Smarato avalokitesvaram abhisikto iva agnih $amyati.

Saci sagaradurgi patayennagamakarasurabhiita alaye,
Smarato avalokite$varam jalaraje na kadacitsidati.

Saci merutalattu patayed ghatanarthaya pradustamanasah,
Smarato avalokitesvaram stiryabhtito va nabhe pratisthati.
Vajramayaparvato yadi ghatanarthaya hi mardhni apatet,
Smarato avalokite§varam romakiipo na prabhonti himsitum.
Saci $atruganaih narivrtah Sastrahastairvihimsacetasaih.
Smarato avalokite$varam maitracitta tad bhonti tatksanam.®

Etymology of the term suggests, the lord who looks down or perceives. Recent scholarship of
Buddhism however reveals that the original term was Avalokitaswara, that is, he who listens to the pains,
sufferings, laments of all sentient beings and comes to their rescue; this tradition argues that as an influence
of Vaisnavism, Avalokitaswara was corrupted to Avalokite$vara.’

Tradition tells us that Avalokite$vara takes a bow to emancipate all sentient beings from their
sufferings and for this purpose defers his own nirvana. Fables in Buddhism narrate that Avalokitesvara is
disheartened and tired in resurrecting beings, his head gets tattered into eleven pieces, immediately
Amitabha Buddha grants him eleven heads, Amitabha Buddha also grants him 1000 hands and thus we have
the notion of Sahasrabhuja-Avalokite$vara.This fable may well remind us of Mahavidya Chhinnamasta
who stands on lovemaking Kama and Rati, holding her slashed off head; the similarity of both these
notions lies in their purported non-difference between creation and destruction or decay. Tradition also
depicts him as an earthly manifestation of Sambhogakaya Buddha, Amitabha Buddha sustaining the world
between the historical advent of Buddha, Gautam and future Buddha,Maitreya.

The most intriguing and puzzling aspect about Avalokitesvara however pertains to his/her sex or
gender. While the term bodhisattva itself is masculine, one may interpret Avalokitesvara as a male, being a
bodhisattva. However various accounts in Buddhist tantra,depict Avalokitesvara variedly as male, female,
both and sometimes neither [coincidentally a parallel of Catuskoti]. Saddharmapundarikasitra mentions 33
forms of Avalokite§vara, of which 7 are female. Kdra_n_davyuhasﬁtras mentions 21, of which 1 is
female.Aryamafijusrimiilakalpa mentions that Avalokite$vara, for emparting worldly skills and lokakalyana
undergoes sex conversion as required.

In Chinese accounts when the deity was introduced in the devatamandala, he was regarded as masculine.
Nevertheless Avalokitesvara who developed in form of Guanyin in the Chinese tradition, in the course of
historical evolution got feminized. Parallel to the historical evolution of Guanyin, another form of
Avalokite$vara, Cundi or Bhagawati Cundi becomes popular in Chinese culture. Cundi is regarded as mother
goddess in Chinese Buddhism. Cundi is depicted as astadasabhuja, her eighteen hands symbolizing 18 merits
of attaining Bodhi. Cundi is epitome of feminine virtues like care, love, maitri, karuna, mudita, etc. Later
depiction of Avalokitesvara or Guanyin in Chinese Buddhism as female is in greatest likelihood owing to the
imposition of feminine virtues on the deity.

Indian and Chinese art present certain strikingly similar characters of sculptures of Avalokite§vara.
Art-historians opine that Avalokitesvara idols are rendered female features such as thin lips, elevated hips,
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delicate facial features and yet certain lafichhans that may give the deity a masculine tinge, most commonly
a thin moustache. The best instance is fresco of Padmapani [yet another iconic form] of Avalokitesvara in
cave 1 of Ajanta, a fresco which is synonymous with Ajanta cave paintings; except leveled breast, all the
details of Padmapani in this fresco are feminine.

@
An attempt to understand the gender puzzle in the light of Saiva-Sakta ideas:

To an occidental mind or even to one with scientific temper it is absolutely a baffling idea that an
entity is both a male and female or defies gender categorization. Again though it is a question of little or no
importance to one who has realized the notion of samrasya, it may be asserted that the question itself is
raised by one who has not et realized this ideal and also the same kind of person attempts to answer it. We
may reach an explanation of the problem if we contextualize the notion in the light of insights provided by
Saiva- Sakta tradition.

It might be profitable to note that in earliest forms of Buddhism, devi-aradhana was prohibited. Digha
Nikaya clearly forbids three forms of worship-adityapooja, mahadevatapooja and mahadevi poojé.6 In the
early centuries of Christian era a decline in Buddhism in the aftermath of fall of Kusanas and in the wake of
popularization of Saiva, Vaisnava streams, Buddhist tradition may have felt compelled to absorb
devatamandala from the sanatana religion. Upendra Kumar Das writes in Sastramalaka Bharatiya
Saktisadhana, that an influence of §aktism upon Buddhist tantra, sasaktidevaradhan is a key feature of later
Mahayana which turns it into Vajrayana. In the process many deities were absorbed into Buddhist tantra
with some moderations. For an instance Marichi seems to be a conglomerated moderation of Varahi and
Saptasvaratharudha Surya. Tara is without a doubt the most important female deity in Buddhist tantra, the
Buddhist Tara is almost an exact parallel of Tara Mahavidya. | should clarify that it requires careful
research to judge whether Tara went into Saktism from Buddhism or whether it was the other way round. In
Buddhism, Tara is the power of Dhyani Buddha. Tara in Buddhism has multiple forms and one of them,
Sit-Tara, is the power of Avalokite$vara. Again Sakta Chhinnamasta is a parallel of Chhinamunda in
Buddhist Tantra. It is again reiterated that it is difficult to adjudge whether Chhinamasta was anterior or
posterior to Chhinamunda, though the figure and details of latter seem to be more prototype and that of the
former are undoubtedly more refined. Cundi with her 18-handed icon is almost identical to the depiction of
Mahalaksmi Mahisasuramardini in Sri Durgd Saptas’ati.7 The bottom-line is that innumerable deities from
Vaidikaparampara were absorbed in the §ramana tantra.

Historical and Geographical Perspective : The absorption of Saiva-Sakta tenets into Buddhist
Tantra has a historical and geographical context. Historically Buddhist religion got deprived of a royal
patronage after the fall of Kusanas. Despite that under the Guptas, Buddhism was never persecuted and
some of the finest pieces of Buddhist art came in this period, it was the Brahamanical religion that was
incontrovertibly supreme under the Guptas. The patronage under Harsavardhana was shortlived. Palas were
the last royals who patronized Buddhism. It must be noted that the heart of Pala power lay in eastern fringe
of modern-day Bihar and north and central Bengal, and the early development of Vajrayana was under
Pilas in Bengal region, the land of Saktas. It was therefore obvious that Sakta elements would have
percolated in Buddhism.
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The depiction of AvalokiteSvara then as both male and female might be an absorption of
Ardhanari$vara in Buddhist tantra- this is the central most assertion or hypothesis of this
paper.Ardhanari$vara murti in Saiva-Sakta tradition symbolizes an aprithak non-dual relation between
Siva and Sakti. Eternal, ayuta inseparability between Siva and Sakti percolates in later Buddhism. Upaya-
Prajfia, Buddha-Prajfia, Karuna-Sunyata, Mafijusri-Tara are nothing but synonymous Buddhist terms for
Siva and Sakti. But while Siva without Sakti is $ava, Siva is inactive and Sakti is active, it is the other way
round in Buddhism; in Buddhist tantra Buddha or Upaya is active whilst Prajfia is inactive.> A non-dual
relation between Siva and Sakti is one of the most central tenets of Sakta-mata. As the Sakta tradition says:

Yatha Sivastatha devi yatha devi tatha éival:l9

Sa devi paramadevi Sivabhinna Sivankari,

Sivabhinna taya hinah $ive-api hi nirarthakah'

Thus Siva and Sakti are non-dual or advaya.The entire problem may also be viewed from the
perspective of maithun as a part of pafichatattva or pafichamakara. Mithuna signifies yugal or couple; the

union of yugal is maithuna. Maithuna symbolizes union of $ivaswaroop sadhaka and $aktiswaroopa
sadhika." Thus sex or maithuna also epitomizes the above non-duality.

Avalokite$vara therefore turns out to be a blend of masculine and feminine powers. It represents like
Ardhanari$vara the primeval cosmic power still un-sundered in masculine and feminine distinctions and for
that matter such sundering is not feasible; stritva and punstva are both subsumed under this primordial
power or adi-$akti. It is thus a strongly probable hypothesis that Avalokite$vara is a Buddhist version of
Siva-Sakti advaya or Ardhanari$vara.

Epistemological Perspective : If we view from Buddhist epistemic concepts then the entire problem
gains a new context. Buddhist Epistemology subscribes to pramana-vyavasthavada, as per which a
particular kind of prameya is known through one pramana only and not multiple[ as in pramana-samplava
of Nyaya].Thing-in-itself or swalaksana as known from pratyaksa is completely kalpanapodha or beyond
all thought determinations, names, universals, etc. Gender or sex being a name the root cosmic power and
the real have to be beyond gender distinctions. Real cannot have sex ascriptions. AvalokiteSvara
representing the real, primeval cosmic power, arthakriya, $akti, cannot be thus tied down into sex
distinctions. Therefore there is no contradiction in assigning the deity any one sex or a permutation of
sexes, as the deity is in fact beyond such thought determinations and sex- a mental construct-has nothing to
with the real or its celestial and earthly manifestations.

Axiological Perspective: Another perspective of viewing the debate is from the angle of virtues.
Avalokitesvara as a deity perfects in his/her persona both masculine and feminine virtues. It has the
feminine virtues of care, compassion, love(as in Guanyin), all the same masculine strength, firmness,
courage (as in Sahasrabhujavalokite$vara). In fact, yet again Avalokite$vara is beyond the categorization of
masculine and feminine. Like primeval power, in this context it represents the primeval virtue. As
Saddharmapungrikasitra declares Avalokitesvara, the perfection of all virtues, the personification of virtue
itself:

Sarvagunasya paramimgatah sarvasattvakrpamaitralocano
Gunabhuta mahagunodadhih vandaniyo Avalokitesvara®
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One may ask whether there is an ontic status of such primordial virtue; perhaps the Dharmakaya is
such primordial virtue, primordial power, a unity of satyam-$ivam-sundaram. This note also raises a
question-mark upon the much later and parochial watertight compartmentalization of feminine and
masculine power and virtue, since there is no essential gulf between the two sexes, gender inequality wades
apart. Thus an obvious implication for the debate on gender inequality is a precept, that in-essence there is
no difference between the two sexes.

| do believe that in this manner the novel oriental thought in Sakta and Sramana stream has deep
ramifications for present day feminist debates. This aspect of Avalokitesvara provides an ample avenue for
research in feminism and a comparative study between Saiva-Sakta and Sramana traditions. May the lord
of great compassion get alive in each one of us or as Carpatipada praises him in the strota to follow, may
his prayers be heard (if there is one who listens to prayers and responds to them, as being an agnostic | may
not take sides in this case).

Devamanusyasuranutacaranah pratihatajanmajararujamaranah,
Lokesa tvam mamasaranyam raksa Krpalo kuru karunyam.
Samsarodadhimadhyanimagnam klesamahormisamahitabhagnam,
Mamavadharaya maviruvantam trahi mahakrpa naumi bhavantam.
Trsnatimiropadrutanetram maranamahabhayavihvalagatram,
Palaya bhagavannalokaya mam yavadavicim yamina Visamam.
Krtamanyastrigrahanamajasram hatamajfieyam pranisahsram,
Natha maya Krtapapamasesam nasaya sampratikayikadosam.
Yajjivitasatkaranimittam lokan nityam bhanitamasatyam,
Tallokesvara Samaya samastam vacikanarakam ciramabhyastam.
Sattvanamih cintitamahitam svyamanumoditamapi naravihitam,
Adhuna tanmam manaspapam sphotaya natha karomi vilapam.
Devamanusyasurajatinam tiryannarakapretagatinam,

Sattva ye nivasanti sada--rta raksasi taniti tava mayi varta.

Tena mamopari srja karunyam viksya $ariragatam tarunyam,

Iti $rnu bhagavan bhavati bhanami yavannarakam naiva visami.
Kim copetya karosi parartham muficasi bhagavan mamakrtartham,
Athava preksy akrpa tava punyam janayasi drstam kathamavipannam.
Smaran enapi bhavasi paritustah ksipasi ca kalusam Kimiti na drstah,
Yasmad bhagavan parahitdaksa ksepam ma kuru mamiha raksa.”
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