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The study of South Asian Tantra has long been obscured by layers of colonial misinterpretation, Victorian prudery, 

and modern New Age romanticism. David Gordon White’s seminal work, Kiss of the Yogini: "Tantric Sex" in its 

South Asian Contexts, serves as a rigorous academic intervention into this field. This article provides an in-depth

technical analysis of White’s thesis, examining the historical, ritualistic, and cosmological frameworks that define

Tantra not as a system of holistic wellness, but as a sophisticated technology of power involving the exchange of

substances and the manipulation of divine hierarchies.

1. The Historiographical Gap: From 'New Age' to Medieval Reality

In the contemporary Western imagination, "Tantric Sex" is often conceptualized as a practice of prolonged intimacy 

aimed at achieving spiritual union or therapeutic release. However, White’s research indicates that this modern 

construction—often referred to as Neo-Tantra—is largely a 19th and 20th-century invention. To understand the 

original South Asian contexts, one must look back to the 8th through 12th centuries CE, a period dominated by the 

Kaula and Kapalika traditions.

White argues that the primary objective of medieval Tantra was the acquisition of Siddhi (supernatural powers). 

These powers were not metaphorical; they were believed to be tangible results of correctly executed rituals. The 

central mechanism for this acquisition was the Yogini, a female deity or human practitioner who acted as the 

conduit for divine energy. The "Kiss" mentioned in the book’s title refers to the transmission of ritual fluids—

semen and menstrual blood—which were viewed as the essential substrates of power.

2. Core Concepts and Theoretical Framework

To analyze the technical structure of White’s findings, we must first define the core components that constitute the 

Tantric ritual environment. This framework is built upon three pillars: Substance, Sovereignty, and Subversion.

The Role of the Yogini

A Yogini is not merely a "female yogi." In the medieval context, Yoginis were terrifying, zoomorphic, or semi-divine 

beings associated with the retinue of the god Shiva. They were believed to inhabit cremation groundsand forest

groves. In ritual practice, the Yogini was embodied by a human female partner. The technical interaction between

the male practitioner (Siddha) and the Yogini was designed to trigger a metabolic and spiritual transformation.

Ritual Fluids as Potency

Central to White’s analysis is the physiology of Tantra . Unlike the Vedantic focus on the subtle body (Chakras and 

Nadis) which became dominant later, early Tantra focused on the gross substances of the body. The ritual 

potency was located in the Kuladravya(clannish substances). White identifies the combination of male and female

sexual secretions as the "nectar" (Amrita) that fuels the practitioner's ascent to power.

3. Technical Analysis: The Kaula Ritual Workflow

The Kaula tradition represents the most "sexualized" phase of Tantric history. The ritual workflow was highly 



structured, following a sequence designed to collapse the duality between the practitioner and the divine. Below is 

a breakdown of the procedural execution of the Cakra-Puja (Circle Worship).

1.  Preparation of the Sacred Space: The ritual usually takes place in a pitha (sacred seat) or a cremation 

ground, areas where the veil between the mundane and the supernatural is thin.

2.  Invocation of the Yogini Pantheons: Practitioners use Mantra (sound vibration) and Yantra (geometric 

diagrams) to summon the Yoginis into the physical space.

3.  Substance Offering (The Three Ms): The inclusion of Madya (wine), Mamsa (meat), and Maithuna (sexual 

union). In this context, these are not indulgences but technical tools for transgression.

4.  The Exchange of Fluids: This is the core of the "Kiss." The male practitioner consumes the mingled 

secretions of the union, which are believed to contain the Shakti (power) of the Yogini.

5.  Integration and Siddhi: The practitioner internalizes the consumed power, theoretically gaining the ability to 

fly, become invisible, or command spirits.

4. Comparison Matrix: Traditional Tantra vs. Neo-Tantra

To clarify the technical distinctions, the following table compares the historical South Asian practices identified by

White with the modernized versions prevalent today.



Feature Traditional South Asian Tantra 
(8th-12th C)

Modern Neo-Tantra (20th-21st C)

Primary Goal Acquisition of Siddhi (power) and 
Bhukti (enjoyment/dominion).

Emotional healing, intimacy, and 
sexual wellness.

Central Figure The Yogini (Terrifying deity/partner). The "Divine Feminine" (Nurturing/
Empowering).

Ritual Substance Real consumption of sexual fluids and 
forbidden foods.

Symbolic or non-existent; focus on 
breath and touch.

Setting Cremation grounds, wild groves, 
secluded temples.

Private bedrooms, spas, or yoga 
studios.

Theological Base Non-dual Shaivism and Shaktism. Syncretic New Age spirituality and 
psychology.

Practitioner Status Highly initiated elites (Siddhas). Open to the general public/laypeople.

5. Engineering the Subtle Body: Mathematical and Cosmological Models

White’s work delves into the cosmographyof the Tantric body. The body is treated as a fractal representation of

the universe. The mapping follows a specific mathematical progression often based on the number 64 (the 64

Yoginis).

The Grid of the 64 Yoginis

The number 64 is significant in medieval technical manuals. It represents the 8 Matrikas (Mother Goddesses) 

expanded by their 8 sub-emanations. This 8x8 grid forms a complete totality of the manifest universe. In temple 

architecture, such as the circular temples of Hirapur and Ranipur-Jharial, this grid is physically manifest. The 

practitioner enters the center of this circle, effectively placing themselves at the axis mundi (world pillar).

Fluid Dynamics (Urdhvaretas)

The technical term Urdhvaretas refers to the "upward-flowing semen." The goal was to reverse the natural 

downward flow of energy (apana) and substances, forcing them upward through the central channel (Sushumna). 

This was not a biological impossibility but a phenomenological mappingof the practitioner's internal state during

the ritual state of arousal and absorption.

6. Case Studies: The 64 Yogini Temples

White’s analysis is heavily supported by the architectural remains of Yogini temples. These structures provide a

"field guide" to the ritual's physical environment.

•  Hirapur (Odisha): A small, circular, roofless temple. The technical design allows the practitioners to be 

exposed to the sky, facilitating the "descent" of the Yoginis. The walls contain 64 niches for the statues of Yoginis, 

each depicted with unique zoomorphic features (heads of birds, cats, or snakes).

•  Ranipur-Jharial (Odisha): A larger complex that illustrates the scale of these rituals. The circularity of the 

temple functions as a Mandala, where the practitioner at the center becomes the deity (Bhairava) during the ritual.

Operational Challenges and Failure Modes



In historical texts, the ritual was considered extremely dangerous. Failure to follow the technical protocols (improper 

mantra recitation, lack of initiation, or mental instability) was believed to lead to insanity or death. The Yoginis

were not seen as benevolent; they were "consumptive" beings. If the practitioner could not "feed" them properly

with the ritual substances, the Yoginis would consume the practitioner’s own life force (Prana).

7. Technical Procedures for Symbolic Transition

As the Kaula traditions evolved, there was a shift from External Ritual to Internalized Yoga . White tracks this

transition as a process of "domestication."

The Internalization Process:

1.  Sublimation: The physical fluids were replaced by the concept of Kundalini energy.

2.  Metaphorization: The "Kiss" became the union of Shakti (serpent power at the base of the spine) and Shiva 

(at the crown of the head).

3.  Textual Revision: Later commentators began to interpret the 5 Ms (Madya, Mamsa, etc.) as internal yogic 

states rather than physical substances. For example, "eating meat" became "controlling the tongue" (silence/

mantra).

8. Methodological Analysis: White’s Use of Original Sources

One of the reasons Kiss of the Yogini  is a staple in technical religious studies is White’s reliance on primary 

Sanskrit sources and iconographic evidence over secondary interpretations. He utilizes the Brahmayamala 

Tantra and the Kaulajnananirnaya to reconstruct a history that was largely suppressed by later reformers.

White employs a phenomenological approach, attempting to understand the worldview of the 10th-century 

practitioner without imposing 21st-century morality. This involves a rigorous philological analysis of terms like Kula 

(family/clan/body), Sakti (power), and Mudra (seal/gesture/partner).

9. Socio-Political Implications of Tantric Technology

The ritual wasn't just about the individual; it had political utility. Medieval kings often sought initiation into Tantric 

cults to secure their reign. The Yoginis were seen as the "governors" of the land. By mastering the Yogini ritual, a 

king theoretically mastered the territory. The technical exchange of fluids was, in a sense, a contractual 

agreement between the terrestrial sovereign and the supernatural powers of the land.

10. Synthesis and Broader Technical Implications

David Gordon White’s Kiss of the Yogini  fundamentally reorients our understanding of South Asian religious history. 

By stripping away the veneer of modern romanticism, the technical reality of Tantra emerges as a visceral, 

substance-based system of power. The transition from the external, fluid-based rituals of the Kaula to the

internal, energy-based yoga of the later Hatha traditions represents one of the most significant shifts in human

religious technology.

The study of these contexts reveals that "Tantric Sex" was never about sex in the modern sense. It was a bio-

spiritual technologywhere the body was the laboratory, and sexual fluids were the chemical reagents used to

catalyze a state of godhood. For the technical writer or historian, White’s work serves as a reminder that the

meaning of a practice is inseparable from its historical and material context. To understand Tantra, one must be

willing to look into the "cremation grounds" of history and acknowledge the terrifying, powerful, and profoundly alien

nature of the Yogini's kiss.



The broader implications of this research suggest that modern practitioners of yoga and mindfulness are

participating in the final, highly sanitized stage of a much older and more radical technical lineage. By

acknowledging the original South Asian contexts, we gain a clearer view of the human drive to transcend biological

limits through ritualized manipulation of the physical world.
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