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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation traces the life of a single text, the Sutra of the Gathered Intentions
(Skt. Samaja vidya sittra, Tib. Dgongs pa 'dus pa’i mdo), from its late ninth century
origin to the present day. The Sittra (as it will be referred to here) is the
fundamental “root tantra” (rtsa rgyud) of the anuyoga class of teachings belonging
to the Rnying-ma (“Ancient”) school of Tibetan Buddhism. The odyssey of this
text offers unique insights into the history of the Rnying-ma school, insights that
are often at odds with its standard presentations in traditional and western
literature. Indeed, the Sutra and its legacy reveal facets of the school that have
been consistently ignored by scholars of Tibetan religion.

The Sutra’s story is divided into seven chapters that proceed
chronologically. In an attempt to position the Sutra within a broader religio-
political environment, each chapter opens with an introduction to the pertinent
period, before proceeding to examine how those wider issues were reflected in
changing uses of the Sitra . Thus the dissertation shows how the Sitra was
manipulated in seven distinct ways for seven historically relevant purposes.
Such an approach leaves one with the picture of a system in constant negotiation

with the events of Tibetan history. Each chapter presents an encounter, and



often a confrontation, between the root text—in this case, the words of the Siutra
itself—and the latest commentary or ritual manual written for it. Each new
author undertakes his next text because he perceives an unsettling gap between
the Sutra and the tradition of his day. The relationship between certain enduring
structures of Tibetan religion and the changing conditions of history is therefore
a central theme in this study: Which parts of a given tradition do Tibetans
consider fixed and which parts are available for adaptation to present-day needs
and conditions? At certain points in its history, the very canonicity of the text is
thrown into question. As the Sutra moves into each new phase in its history,
does it remain the same text? Or has it in some way died out, become obsolete?
This question is raised in each chapter, as the Sitra is reborn again and again,
taking new form, generation after generation, amid the dominant paradigms of
the Tibetan Buddhism: as myth, as doctrine, as ritual, as lineage, as institution,

as festival.

I. Summary of contents

All Tibetan canonical works, whether sttras or tantras, are supposed to have
been translated from Sanskrit (or at least Prakrit) originals. The Sitra, however,
is a rare exception. It claims to have been translated into Tibetan from Bru-sha-
skad, the linguistically exotic language of Burushaski, spoken today only in one

remote valley in Kashmir. Given the internal evidence of the Sitra, there may be



some limited truth to this claim, but the bulk of the work appears to have been
composed directly in Tibetan.! This composition seems to have occurred around
the second half of the ninth century, in the midst of the so-called “dark period”
of Tibetan Buddhism.? In traditional Tibetan historical materials, this period of
100-150 years, which separated the early spread (snga dar) of Buddhism into Tibet
from the later spread (phyi dar), was a time of degeneration for Tibetan
Buddhism.

The original purpose of the Siitra seems to have been to provide Tibetans
with a comprehensive system for organizing all the Buddhist teachings that had
arrived in Tibet. It wove together the day’s most popular myths, doxographical
schemes, rituals, and doctrines into a single, elaborate structure. This system is
examined in Chapter One of the present work. The chapter opens with a brief
review of tantra’s development in India and in early Tibet, and then turns to
examine some of the strategies used by the Siitra in building its tantric system.
One of the most important of these strategies was the nine vehicles (theg pa dgu)
scheme that classified all Buddhist teachings within a doxographical hierarchy.
The Satra’s empowerment ceremony, whereby one was ritually inducted into the
system and its mandala, could then be used to grant initiation into any one of

these levels of the teachings, or all levels at once. The mandala palace had nine

! A more detailed presentation of the evidence on this point can be found in Appendix One.

2On dating the Stra, see again Appendix One.



stories, one for each vehicle, with places for all the deities from the other tantric
systems. The Siitra also developed new tantric doctrines that echoed those
already common in the Buddhist sttras and agamas. Chapter One places
particular emphasis on the Siutra’s use of tantric myths, for these came to be
especially influential in later Tibetan Buddhist traditions. In addition to the Sutra
itself, this first chapter bases its conclusions on the great commentary by Gnubs-
chen Sangs-rgyas Ye-shes (b. 844), entitled the Mun pa’i go cha, or “Armor Against
Darkness.”

In the eleventh century, this system came under attack from Tibetans who
claimed the Sutra was apocryphal, and therefore not a legitimate source of true
Buddhism. While many then renounced it, some tied their reputations to the
work, and in the twelfth century Dam-pa Bde-gshegs (1122-1192), the founder of
Kah-thog monastery, recast the Sitra as the basis for the curriculum at his new
monastic college. Chapter Two, “Codification,” centers on the Sitra-related
materials by Dam-pa Bde-gshegs, setting these works within the wider historical |
background of the eleventh through thirteenth centuries. This was a period of
intense competition between the various Buddhist communities emerging at that
time. Each group, in order to ensure its survival, sought to codify and gain
exclusive control over its own set of teachings; pressures such as these were

behind the very creation of the “Rnying-ma school.” The latter was a banner that




brought together all those who continued to tie their fortunes to the figures and
events of the early imperial period of Tibetan history.

One especially powerful group that fell under this banner was the Zur
clan of central Tibet, who staked their reputations on the Sutra. Over the next
two centuries, this family used the Sutra’s system as the basis for their spiritual
patrimony, which dated back to the early period of Tibetan Buddhism (pre-tenth
century). They codified the work as a core part of a larger set of teachings that
they termed the “ancient Spoken Teachings” (rnying ma bka’ ma). These Spoken
Teachings were juxtaposed to the new Gsar-ma teachings still arriving from
India, but also to another kind of purportedly older Rnying-ma teachings—the
gter-ma (“treasure”) revelations that were being received from the early masters
in visionary encounters or through physical excavation from hiding places in the
earth.

In the twelfth century, Dam-pa Bde-gshegs traveled from eastern Tibet to
study with the Zurs. With their blessing, he brought their Spoken Teachings
system, with the Siitra at its core, back to his home in Khams. There he founded
the monastery of Kah-thog, and he used the Siitra’s elaborate organizational
system as the basis for his new monastic curriculum. He paid particular
attention to the Sitra’s nine vehicles schema, and, building upon the work of the

earlier Zurs, to smoothing over certain discrepancies between the Sitra and the



other Spoken Teachings tantras. Over the next few centuries, the Kah-thog
tradition would remain closely associated with the Spoken Teachings.

Meanwhile, back in central Tibet, the Siztra’s influence began to wane.
Chapter Three, “Ritual,” traces this decline as it was represented in a series of
ritual manuals for the performance of the Sutra’s empowerment (Skt. abhiseka,
Tib. dbang) ceremony. The empowerment rite is common to almost all tantric
traditions. Itis performed by the tantric guru to initiate the disciple into the
mandala specific to a given teaching system, and by this means the system’s
lineage is sustained as an unbroken line, stretching from the original Buddha to
the present-day disciple. As mentioned above, the Sutra’s empowerment is a
particularly elaborate one that can grant initiation into all nine vehicles. Over the
four centuries following Dam-pa Bde-gshegs, three major empowerment ritual
manuals were composed, each reflecting the declining influence of the Sutra
within the Rnying-ma school.

After the twelfth century, the new revelatory gter-ma teachings continued
to gain in popularity, as the Sutra’s commentaries gradually slipped into
obscurity and its rituals ceased to be practical. Only the Sitra’s central role
within the Spoken Teachings kept it alive, and even then, only in the form of its
empowerment ritual, the minimum requirement for the continuation of the
lineage. By the early fourteenth century, the scattered notes on how to perform

this ritual were no longer enough to ensure the Sutra’s survival, and Glan Bsod-



nams Mgon-po, a close associate of the Zurs, was compelled to compile an
authoritative manual to provide guidance. Around this time, the Sitra began to
be referred to as simply the “Sutra empowerment” (mdo dbang). Over the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, two more manuals were composed, one in the
Zur family and another at Kah-thog. Each expanded the role of the other Spoken
Teachings systems, effectively reducing the Sittra’s own influence in its
empowerment ceremony.

The tumultuous political events of the seventeenth century brought a
resurgent interest to the work. In 1642, the fifth Dalai Lama gained control of
Tibet and began consolidating the modern Tibetan state (as it was until the
Chinese invasion of 1950). During this period, the Sittra became a kind of pawn
in the politics of the day. With the Dalai Lama’s support, large new Rnying-ma
monasteries began to spring up throughout central and eastern Tibet. The first of
these was Rdo-rje Brag, founded just outside Lhasa in 1632. The power of this
new Rnying-ma monastery grew swiftly, thanks to the combined efforts of the
fifth Dalai Lama, his regent successor, and the second head of Rdo-rje Brag,
Padma ‘Phrin-las (1641-1717). All three figures were politically astute, and they
all recognized the benefits of having the Siitra as a jewel in the crown of Rdo-rje
Brag. To place it there, however, a new third lineage had to be created in order

to wrest control of the Siztra away from Kah-thog and the current inheritors of



the Zur system in central Tibet, both long-time enemies of the Dalai Lama and
Padma "Phrin-las.

Chapter Four, “Lineage,” turns to the writings of Padma ‘Phrin-las, and in
particular his collection of lineage biographies (Mdo dbang gi bla ma’i rnam thar).
Through this work, Padma ‘Phrin-las sought to construct a new Sitra lineage
that would establish his new monastery as the major Rnying-ma institution in
Tibet. The chapter examines the motivations behind this work, exposing the
deep, and often violent, involvement of Rnying-ma-pa religious masters in the
politics of this formative period in Tibet’s history.

As the seventeenth century came to a close and the Dalai Lama’s new
government was stabilized, another, less divisive and far more significant shift
began within the Rnying-ma school. This one was centered at Smin-grol-gling,
located just across the river from Rdo-rje Brag. Smin-grol-gling’s founder, Gter-
bdag Gling-pa (1646-1714), together with his brother, Lo-chen Dharmasri (1654
1717), embarked on a mission to reunite the Rnying-ma school through rigorous
historical investigation and the creation of new, large-scale public festivals. Their
strategy closely mirrored the Dalai Lama’s own use of public festivals in his
construction of the nascent Tibetan state, and their efforts marked a turning point
in the identity of the Rnying-ma school. Late into their lives, they worked

assiduously to export their new vision, inviting lamas from all over Tibet to



grand festivals at their monastery in which they would transmit their new ritual
systems.

The brothers paid particular attention to the Spoken Teachings and the
Suitra, which they now recast as the ritual backbone of the school. Chapter Five,
“Reformation,” examines the Sitra’s role in this wider Smin-grol-gling project.
The chapter takes as its primary focus Lo-chen Dharmasri’s history of the Sutra
empowerment tradition (Mdo dbang gi spyi don). Through exhaustive historical
research, Dharmasri excavated the foundations of the Rnying-ma school that lay
hidden in the Sitra and its early ritual manuals, and on the basis of his findings
he built a new ritual system that negotiated a path between the warring factions
within the Rnying-ma School.

Over the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the effects of the Smin-grol-
gling project continued to bear fruit, as the Rnying-ma school became
increasingly concentrated in its monastic institutions. In central Tibet, Rdo-rje
Brag and Smin-grol Gling became responsible for performing many rituals
necessary for the well-being of the state. In eastern Tibet, massive new
anthologies of the school’s key ritual systems were assembled, and the “mother
monasteries” that had been founded under the support of the new government
continued to grow in size and influence, as “branch” monasteries associated with
each mother proliferated throughout Tibet. While these developments

contributed to the preservation of the Rnying-ma teachings, they also led to an



unintended homogenization of the school, as certain traditions were left out of
the anthologies and normative practices were adopted at most Rnying-ma
monasteries.

Chapter Six, “Preservation,” examines this tension between conservation
and homogenization in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the mid-
nineteenth century, an elaborate new Spoken Teachings festival (bka’ ma’i sgrub
mchog) was created at Dpal-yul in eastern Tibet. Every ritual used to form the
festival was derived directly from the manuals developed at Smin-grol-gling.
Within a few years, all the mother monasteries in Khams had adopted the
festival, and today it is the one uniquely Rnying-ma-pa event to be observed on
an annual basis at almost all of the school’s major monasteries.

In this chapter the Siutra’s place within the Spoken Teachings festival is
analyzed, based on my attendance at two such festivals. There the Satra played
an incongruous role, for on the one hand, it defined the ritual space for the entire
festival, yet on the other hand, its own rituals were strangely absent. This
incongruity suggests the tensions inherent in canonization and preservation.

The chapter concludes with a description of the remarkable events of the
twentieth century, a series of adventures that included the magical rediscovery
of a long-lost text, a reenactment of the Sitra’s mythic origin atop a mountain in
eastern Tibet, and the fateful smuggling of a manuscript across the world’s

highest mountain range. Each of these is another story of preservation, another
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example of how Tibetans have struggled to maintain their religious traditions in
the face of possible extinction.

Today the Sitra and its commentaries are almost never read and its rituals
are rarely performed, yet its organizational strategies, especially its nine vehicles
schema and its myths, continue to be extremely influential in new ways. The
final Chapter Seven, simply entitled “Conclusions,” considers the Satra’s
contradictory position in today’s Rnying-ma school. Here, I suggest that the
Sutra’s demise was written into its own project, made inevitable by its very
success. Back in the ninth and tenth centuries, the Siitra sought to provide
Tibetans with an elaborate system for organizing all the doctrines and practices
flooding in from India. In this regard, the Sitra succeeded, but once its system
had been adopted by the Rnying-ma-pa, the Sittra itself began to fade away. It
became so ubiquitous as to disappear from sight. The Sitra continues to be
fundamental to the identity of today’s Rnying-ma school, but its structures are so
familiar to the Rnying-ma-pa that they are normally overlooked. Taken as a
whole, the dissertation seeks to identify and explore the genealogical continuities
and discontinuities of these fundamental structures, structures that are both

historically determined yet arbitrary in their origins.
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II. This work’s position in the field of Tibetan Studies

The Rnying-ma school is known among Tibetans, Rnying-ma-pa as well as
followers of the other schools, as one of wild-eyed, antinomian visionaries, lone
hermits meditating in caves, or at most, lay village lamas working as local priests
in small communities. Such images are juxtaposed to those of the other three
Gsar-ma (“New”) schools, which, according to this stereotype, are comprised of
strictly disciplined Buddhist monks ensconced in large, hierarchical institutions
where complex scholarship and large state rituals are the primary focus.

These characterizations have exercised a significant effect on Western
scholarship as well. As long ago as 1895, in his seminal work on Tibetan
religions, L. Austine Waddell referred to Tibetan Buddhism as “Lamaism,” a
tradition that had so corrupted true Buddhism with its “monster outgrowths” of
tantric “goddesses and fiendesses™ that it could not properly be called by the
same name. Within Lamaism, Waddell further described a spectrum of
impurity, with the Dge-lugs school at one end, being “the purest and most
powerful of all,”* and the Rnying-ma school at the other, exhibiting, “a greater
laxity in living than any other sect of Lamas.”® Sixty years later, in another major

survey of Tibetan Buddhism, a similarly dim view of the Rnying-ma school

3 Austine L. Waddell, Tibetan Buddhism, with Its Mystic Cults, Symbolism and Mythology (New York:
Dover Publications, 1972 [1895]), 14.

*Ibid., 58.

® Ibid., 73.
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persisted. Thus Helmut Hoffman described the school, which traces its roots
back to the arrival in Tibet of the Indian master, Padmasambhava, as a “Padmaist
religion” that deviated so far from Buddhism into tantric excess that it required
repeated purges by the followers of the other Gsar-ma (‘New’) schools.®

More recently, in 1993, Geoffrey Samuel refined this prejudice by
removing the negative judgments that accompanied it. Noting the damage
already done by such views throughout “popular texts on the history of
religion,”” Samuel placed “the Nyingmapa yogin in his or her mountain
hermitage” on an equal footing with “the Gelukpa scholar with his geshé
diploma.”® Despite this apparent rehabilitation of the Rnying-ma, however,
Samuel enshrines the characterization of the Rnying-ma school as “shamanic,” as
opposed to “clerical”: “The most ‘shamanic,”” he writes, “and least centralized
and hierarchical of these [Tibetan Buddhist] orders are the Nyingmapa.” Thus
to be a Rnying-ma-pa means, according to Samuel, to be tantric, non-monastic, to
act primarily through “analogy and metaphor,” and not to be engaged in

scholarship, textual analysis, and centralized monasticism."

¢ Helmut Hoffmann, Religions of Tibet, transl. E. Fitzgerald, (London: Allen & Unwin, 1961), 50-65
and 166-167.

7 Geoffrey Samuel, Civilized Shamans: Buddhism in Tibetan Societies (Washington: Smithsonian
Institution Press 1993), 12.

® Ibid., 10. My italics.

° Ibid., 273.
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This stereotype, like all stereotypes, is not without its truths. It has
persisted in the West in part because it mirrors our own familiar dichotomies of
the mystic vs. the scholar, the ecstatic vs. the rational, the profligate vs. the
celibate. But these categories are not confined to the West; Tibetans themselves
have long espoused similar views, commonly portraying the Rnying-ma-pa as
absorbed in meditation and the Dge-lugs-pa as obsessed with scholarship. The
Rnying-ma-pa themselves often see their role in these terms.

The problem is that the stereotype, like all stereotypes, also conceals
much. Indeed, many of the most significant aspects of the Rnying-ma school are
occluded by its standard portrayal. The present study is in many ways a history
of the Rnying-ma school as seen through the vicissitudes of a single text, and the
picture that emerges stands in stark opposition to the one presented in Western
scholarship. The Sitra is without doubt a thoroughly “tantric” work, yet every
time it is reworked in some new commentary or ritual manual, the purpose is
precisely to bring greater “centralization and hierarchization” to the Rnying-ma
school. In every instance, the writings on the Siitra are rigorous works of
scholarship and textual analysis. The Rnying-ma school revealed in these pages
is deeply involved in highly complex and carefully constructed hierarchies, its

practitioners often housed in large monastic institutions.

1 For Samuel’s definition of his terms, see Ibid., 9-10.
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The partial view of the Rnying-ma school has been exacerbated in the past
decade by a wealth of scholarship, scholarship that has focused almost
exclusively on the gter-ma revelation systems. These are revealed teachings that
were concealed at some point in the past, whether physically in the earth or
spiritually in the discoverer’s mind."! Considered by many scholars as the sine
qua non of the Rnying-ma school, the gter-ma revelations offer a rich medium for
exploring questions of legitimation, inspiration, and obfuscation. But the
Rnying-ma-pa traditionally divide their teachings into two: the gter-ma and bka’-
ma (‘Spoken Teachings’). The latter—the Spoken Teachings—are based on the
tantras that were translated during the early spread (snga dar) of Buddhism from
India into Tibet, between the seventh and tenth centuries. Perhaps because the
Spoken Teachings appear to be rather similar to the tantras familiar from India
(whence many of them derive), the vast majority of recent studies of the Rnying-
ma school have focused on the gter-ma teachings at the expense of the Spoken
Teachings, perhaps seeing the treasures unearthed from Tibetan soil as more

indigenous.

" For recent work on gter-ma, see Tulku Thondup, Hidden Teachings of Tibet (London: Wisdom
Publications, 1986); Janet Gyatso, “The Logic of Legitimation in the Tibetan Treasure Tradition,”
in History of Religions 33.2 (Chicago: University of Chigago, 1993), 97-134; Janet Gyatso,
Apparitions of the Self (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998); David Germano, “Re-
membering the Dismembered Body of Tibet: Contemporary Tibetan Visionary Movements in the
People’s Republic of China” in Buddhism in Contemporary Tibet, ed. M. C. Goldstein and M. T.
Kapstein (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 53-94.

15



Once again, this partiality reflects the Tibetan tradition’s own tendencies.
After the eleventh century, the innovative new gter-ma ritual systems grew in
popularity, eventually eclipsing the far more elaborate and cumbersome systems
of the Spoken Teachings. Today almost all Rnying-ma-pa practice rituals derive
from gter-ma revelations, while the Spoken Teachings are rarely practiced or
taught. Following the modern Tibetan tradition, Western historians have left the
Spoken Teachings literature largely untouched. The Sutra stands at the heart of
the Spoken Teachings. The chapters that follow provide both a close analysis of
the Sutra and its history, as well as a preliminary study of this wider class of the
Spoken Teachings.

While nothing has been published on the Spoken Teachings class as a
whole, a few studies have appeared on single texts contained therein. For
example, the root tantra of the atiyoga (or rdzogs-chen) sub-category, entitled the
Kun "byed rgyal po, has received some attention,” a fact that can be attributed in
part to rdzogs-chen’s recent surge in popularity in the West. In the mahayoga

category, there is a study of an influential tantra dedicated to the Buddhist deity,

2 On, this tantra, see Longchenpa, You Are the Eyes of the World, translated by K. Lipman and M.
Peterson (Novato, California: Lotsawa, 1987); E. K. Neumaier-Dargyay, The Sovereign All-Creating
Mind, the Motherly Buddha (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992); Chogyal Namkhai
Norbu and Adriano Clement, The Supreme Source (Ithaca, New York: Snow Lion Publications,
1999). The first and the third of these three references were inspired by the work of Namkhai
Norbu, who is one of the few Tibetan scholars conducting research into the Spoken Teachings,
though for the most part, only those works categorized as atiyoga.
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Vajrakilaya.”® The one work to touch upon the Spoken Teachings as a class is the
unpublished dissertation by Gyurme Dorje, the bulk of which is a translation of
the mahayoga root tantra, the Guhyagarbha, together with its commentary.™ Still,
apart from this basic introduction to the class, little has been said about its
importance.

Regarding the Sitra itself, the root tantra of the anuyoga category of the
Spoken Teachings, there is only passing mention: in his article on vows in the
Rnying-ma school, Gyurme Dorje has presented the Sitra’s system of tantric
commitments (dam tshigs).”> R. A. Stein has referred to the work for its influential
myth of the buddhas’ subjugation of Rudra, the demon of primordial
ignorance.”® Matthew Kapstein has also remarked on this myth,” and in another
study, he has noted the influence of the Sitra’s nine vehicles (theg pa dgu) system
on the second Karma-pa, Karma Paksi (1204-1283)."® Finally, Samten Karmay has

mentioned the Sutra in his article on the mythical figure of King Dza.”

13 Robert Mayer, A Scripture of the Ancient Tantra Collection: The Phur-pa bcu-gnyis (Oxford:
Kiscadale Publications, 1996).

1 See Dorje 1987.

5 Dorje 1991.

16 Stein 1972, 1972b, 1973, 1974.

7 Matthew Kapstein, “Samantabhadra and Rudra: Innate Enlightenment and Radical Evil in
Tibetan Rnying-ma-pa-Buddhism” in Frank Reynolds and David Tracy, eds., Discourse and

Practice (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), 51-82, republished in Kapstein 2001,
163-177.
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While each of these articles draws attention to a particular element of the
Sitra, none tries to analyze how that element has functioned as a part of the
larger whole, and none explores the Sitra’s profound historical influence within
the Rnying-ma school.” This may also be attributed to the sheer size of the Sitra
and its earliest commentary (without which much of the Sitra would be
incomprehensible), as well as the arcane terminology unique to the Satra’s
elaborate tantric system. Were this not enough, the ritual manuals for the
performance of the empowerment ceremony vary in length from one to three
large volumes (with around 800 folio sides in each); these are the essential
sources for any effort to make sense of the Sutra’s role in the later Rnying-ma

tradition.

III. Methodology
In his later writings, Michel Foucault outlined a “genealogical” method that he
juxtaposed to normative history and positioned as a supplement to the

“archaeological” method he developed earlier in his career. The latter was

18 Matthew Kapstein, “Religious Syncretism in 13" Century Tibet: The Limitless Ocean Cycle” in B.
N. Aziz and M. Kapstein, eds., Soundings in Tibetan Civilization (New Delhi: Manohar, 1985), 358-
371, reworked and republished in Kapstein 2001, 97-105.

¥ Karmay 1981.
® I his two articles cited above, Kapstein does venture some preliminary suggestions on how the
Rudra myth functions to organize the Sitra as a whole and how the work’s presentation of the

nine vehicles (theg pa dgu) may have affected how the Rnying-ma school was understood by
Karma Paksi, and therefore his teachers from the early Kah-thog tradition.
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essentially a structuralist approach to history that sought to explain concepts and
practices in terms of a relational system whose limits are defined by a given
historical stratum. Archaeology tried to distance itself from normative history,
which tends to locate power in the subject, by emphasizing the constructed
nature of the self, the extent to which historical agency is defined by larger
systems of knowledge and power. But after writing his Archaeology of Knowledge,
Foucault began to see that his archaeology still shared with history certain
contradictions and limitations. In particular, his earlier method could not
address the continuities of power and resistance that bridged supposedly
discontinuous historical periods—how, for example, a subject can actively bend
the structure within which s/he exists. Nor could archaeology attend to the
minutiae of historically, or structurally, “insignificant” details that make ﬁp a
single period. Archaeology, like normative history, tends to ignore these details
that do not appear to contribute to the teleological trends that are the focus of
that history.

Genealogy, on the other hand, suggests more complex views of historical
developments, ones that allow room for the constant shifts and creative “dead-
ends” that go ignored by history. Simultaneously, it calls attention to the
historian’s own involvement in the history. By intensifying multiplicity and
detail, it suggests alternatives to the historical assumptions held by the historian.

Like biological evolution, historical development is seen to be comprised of
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innumerable branches and sub-branches that are constantly growing together or
dying out.

The Sitra has, in many regards, died out as an active religious system.

For this reason, a genealogical approach to its history may be particularly
appropriate. The pages that follow will seek to delineate some of the less
expected developments in the Siitra’s history and its influences within the
Rnying-ma school. And in so doing, some fundamental characteristics of the
Rnying-ma school, as it is portrayed in both Tibetan and Western literatures, may
be called into question.

As seen in the above summary, the chapters proceed chronologically,
tracing the vicissitudes of the Sitra from its late ninth century origin to the
present day. The purpose for each chapter is to examine how the Sutra
functioned in a particular setting. The details that are revealed are often relevant
within that setting alone. Certain offshoots of Sittra interpretation are built upon
in later chapters, but many simply wither away and fall by the wayside. Despite
their apparent historical irrelevance, these details are important to explore, not
simply because they might resurface unexpectedly at some later date for some
new purpose, but because they represent possibly unexpected facets of the
earlier strata within which they surfaced.

Thus I have tried to emphasize both the continuities between chapters and

the discontinuities. It is important to recognize that Foucault’s turn to genealogy
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did not involve a complete repudiation of his earlier, more purely structuralist,
“archaeological” methods. Archaeology still plays a significant role within
genealogy, demonstrating the discontinuities beneath genealogy’s continuities.
It is only the peculiar combination of genealogy and archaeology that reminds us
of history’s arbitrariness.

In this way, a genealogical study of the Sitra allows for alternative
histories to surface. I have argued above that the Sittra’s structures continue to
play a crucial role in shaping today’s Rnying-ma school, but that the Sutra has
disappeared from view because of its ubiquity. In this sense, too, the present
work is a genealogy, for it is the genealogist’s aim to call attention to the truths
that are so closeby as to be normally overlooked. Thus Foucault studied the
body: “Effective history... shortens its vision to those things nearest to it—the
body, the nervous system, nutrition, digestion, and energies.”” By turning to the
Sutra, this dissertation does not look to the body, but to the basic structures of the
Rnying-ma school that so often go unnoticed.

Foucault’s development of his “genealogical” approach to history was
inspired by Nietzsche’s use of the same term. Nietzsche drew attention to the
pudenda origo (“lowly origins”) of history. For the genealogist, historical origins
are founded upon a series of accidents, lies, and petty vanities. Recent work in

the field of Buddhist Studies, on Buddhists’ involvement in money, sex, power

2 Foucault 1977, 155.
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