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What is  Tantra? 
OCHS Summer School,  Nuffied College Oxford 21-6-14 

Gavin Flood 

Introduction  

 

What Tantra is not. 

Tantrism  

- Tantrism as external term (like ‘Hinduism’) 

- Meaning what? – traditions that arose in late/post-Gupta period (5th century CE 

to 11th cent CE) concerned with divinisation of person and power.  

- Two Sanskrit terms tantra and tāntrika (in contrast to vaidika) 

- Also tantraśāstra (teaching of tantra) and tantraprakriyā (rule or practice of 

tantra). 

- From verbal root TAN, to extend or stretch, so tantra is a thread (on a loom), a 

continuity, system, theory.  

- Refers to a text. But not all tantras are ‘tantric’ (such as the Pañcatantra) and 

not all tantras are called ‘tantra’, e.g. saṃhitās, āgamas, sūtra).  

- Tantras believed to be revelation from God, claim to supersede Veda 

 

The Tantras 

- Tantras believed to be revelation. Descent of tantra (tantrāvatāra), composed 

mostly between 5th and 11th century. Oldest Niśvāsatantra, one of the latest 

Nirvāṇatantra (18th cent). 

- Who composed them? Grass roots movement?  

- Where? South and Kashmir  

- Why? Response against vaidika dominance, rise of lower caste groups. 

- Tantras attractive to medieval kings. Dominant mode of religion in pre-Mogul 

India. 

- Some accept Veda others reject Veda, but all claim to supersede Veda. 
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- Composed in a number of traditions – Vaiṣṇava (Pāñcarātra), Śaiva, Śākta, 

Saura, Garuḍa, Bauddha, Jaina.  

 

History  

- Pattern of Brahmanical appropriation (Sanskritization) 

- Spectrum of traditions – degrees of conformity to vedic values (varṇāśrama-

dharma) 

 

+ Orthodox/-prax       - Orthodox/-prax 

 

Vedic tradition Ati-Mārga  Mantramārga (Tantras) 

      /   \ 

     Śaiva Siddhānta  Non-Siddhānta 

      ⎮   ⎮ 

     (Śiva as Sadāśiva Śiva as Bhairava) 

        (Kāpālika ascetics, 

        Trika (of Abhinavagupta)  

Kaula tradition 

 

Main Ideas 

- Aim is liberation (mokṣa) and power (siddhi) 

- Overcoming death 

- Emphasis on Goddess as power (śakti) – e.g. Kālī, Kuṇḍalinī  

- Polarity of Śiva and Śakti 

- Hierarchical cosmology – lower forms emanate from higher 

- Divinization of person (in ritual and meditation), cosmos within person (see 

text). 

- Ritual Process: Initiation (dīkṣā), daily rites (dawn, midday, dusk) – bhūtaśuddhi, 

nyāsa, antarayāga, bahiryāga.  
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Are the tantric traditions relevant today? 

 

- What can we learn from them? – interrelationship, person-community-cosmos  

- Are tantric traditions world affirming or world denying?  

- Can they teach us about gender difference?  

 

Questions  

• Why is the cosmic hierarchy so complicated? 

• Do tantric traditions develop from the vedic, Brahmanical tradition? 

• What is the relationship between Buddhist, Śaiva, and Pāñcarātra Tantra? 

• What is the meaning or function of erotic and impure worship? 

• Do tantric traditions lead to breakdown of social values (as Zaehner argued)? 
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Dehasthādevatācakrastotra :  

 

oṃ śrī ganeśāya namaḥ oṃ śrī asurasuravṛṃdavanditam abhimatavaravitaraṇe nirataṃ 
darśanaśatāgryapūjyaṃ prāṇatanuṃ gaṇapatiṃ vande ||1|| 
varavīrayoginīgaṇasiddhāvalipūjitaṁghriyugalaṃ apahṛtavinayijanārtiṃ vaṭukam 
apānābhidaṃ vande || 2|| 
yo dhibalena viśvam bhaktānāṃ śivapathaṃ bhāti tam aham avadhānarūpaṃ sadguruṃ 
amalaṃ sadā vande || 3|| 
ātmiyaviṣayabhogair indriyadevyaḥ sadā hṛdaṁbhoje abhipūjanti yaṃ taṃ cinmayam 
ānandabhairavaṁ vande || 4|| 
udayāvabhāsacarvaṇalīlaṃ viśvasya yā karoty aniśaṃ ānandabhairavīṃ tāṃ vimarśarūpam 
ahaṃ vande || 5|| 
arcayati bhairavaṃ yā niścayakusumaiḥ sureśapatrasthā praṇamāmi buddhirūpaṃ brahmārīṃ 
tāṃ ahaṃ satatam || 6|| 
kurute bhairavapūjam analadalasthābhim ānakusumair yā nityam ahaṃkṛtirūpaṃ vande tāṃ 
śāmbhavīm ambām || 7|| 
vidadāti bhairavārcāṃ dakśiṇadalagā viśeṣakusumair yā nityaṃ manāḥsvarūpāṃ kaumārīṃ 
tāṃ ahaṃ vande || 8|| 
nainṛtadalagā bhairavam arcayate śabdakusumair yā praṇamāmi śrutirūpaṁ nityāṃ tāṃ 
vaiṣṇavīṃ śaktīm || 9|| 
paścimadigdalasaṃsthā hṛdayaharaiḥ sparśakusumair yā toṣayati bhairavaṃ tāṃ 
tvagrūpadharāṃ namāmi varāhīm || 10|| 
varatararūpaviśeṣair mārutadigdalaniṣasmaṇṇādehā yā pūjayati bhairavaṃ tāṃ indrāṇīṃ 
dṛktanuṃ vande || 11|| 
dhanapatikisala(ya)nilayā nityaṃ vividhaṣaḍrasāhāraiḥ pūjayati bhairavaṃ tāṃ 
jihvābhikhyāṃ namāmi cāmuṁdām || 12|| 
īśadalasthā bhairavam arcayate parimalair vicitrair yā praṇamāmi sarvadā tāṃ 
ghrāṇābhikhyāṃ mahālakṣmim || 13|| 
ṣaḍdarśaneṣu pūjyaṃ ṣaḍtriṁśattattvasaṃvalitaṃ ātmābhikhyaṃ satataṃ kṣetrapatiṃ 
siddhidaṃ naumi || 14|| 
saṃsphurad anubhavasāraṃ sarvāṃtaḥ satatasaṃnihitaṃ naumi sadotam itthaṃ 
nijadehagadevatācakram || 15|| 
iti śrīdehasthadevatācaktrastotraṃ saṁpūrvṇaṃ samāpannam| 

 

1. Oṃ homage to Ganeśa, Oṃ Holy, I praise Gaṇapati whose body is the exhaled 

breath, who is worshipped at the beginning of a hundred philosophical systems, 

who delights in the bestowal of desired wishes.  

2.  I praise Vaṭuka, known as the inhaled breath who removes people’s pain; his 

feet are worshipped by the lineage of Perfected Ones, the hordes of yoginis, and 

the best heroes. 
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3.  I always praise the pure, true master whose nature is attentiveness. By the 

power of his thought he reveals the universe as a path of Śiva for his devotees. 

4.  I praise Ānandabhairava, who is made of consciousness, whom the goddesses of 

the senses constantly worship in the lotus of the heart with the pleasures of 

their own sense-objects. 

5.  I praise Ānandabhairavī, whose nature is awareness, who continually performs 

the play of creation, manifestation, and tasting of the universe. 

6.  I constantly bow to Brahmāṇī, whose nature is higher mind, situated on the 

petal of the Lord of gods (i.e. Indra in the east), who worships Bhairava with 

flowers of certainty.  

7.  I always praise Mother Śāṃbhavī, whose nature is the ego. Seated on the petal 

of fire (Agni in the south-east), she performs worship to Bhairava with flowers 

of pride.  

8.  I always praise Kumārī, situated on the southern petal, whose essence is the 

mind, who gives offerings to Bhairava with flowers of discrimination. 

9.  I constantly bow down to Vaiṣṇavī, seared on the south-west petal, the power of 

whose nature is that which is heard, who makes offerings to Bhairava with 

flowers of sound. 

10.  I honour Vārāhī who possesses the sense of touch. Seated on the western petal 

she satisfies Bhairava with flowers of touch which captivate the heart.  

11.  I praise Indrāṇī whose body is sight, whose body is seated on the north-west 

petal, who worships Bhairava with the most beautiful and best of colours.  

12.  I bow to Cāmuṇḍā called the sense of taste, dwelling on the petal of Kubera 

(north); she constantly worships Bhairava with offerings of the varied six 

flavours. 

13.  I always bow down to Mahālakṣmī, known as the sense of smell who, seated on 

the petal of the Lord (Śiva in the north-east), praises Bhairava with varied 

fragrances.  

14.  I praise constantly the Lord of the body who gives perfection known as the self, 

united with the thirty six categories; he is worshipped as the Lord of the six 

systems of philosophy.  
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15.  In this manner I praise the circle of deities innate within the body, an elevated 

assembly continually present, the end of everything, vibrant, and the essence of 

experience. Thus the sacred hymn to the circle of deities in the body is fully 

completed. 
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