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“Pulsing Through and Between, I am That: Ecosexuality, Tantric Philosophy, 
Eroticism, and Butoh” 

 
“Everything about our relation is partial. Because I follow you, 

look to you, attend and observe you, cultivate devotion toward you, 
I intensify my estrangement from you. But this incessant 

observation, attention, listening at the same time renders me 
porous to you in the way that children are porous so that I become 
more and more what I revere, so that my devotion to you becomes 

self-devotion. Your words are recalibrating my speech. Your 
histories—their affects and images—are adhesions, pulling 

movements from my body, inserting themselves in what formerly 
were stories I considered my own. My body is stirring with the 

minutiae of your most characteristic gestures. I am eating the food, 
the words you placed in my mouth. I am loving these flavors in 

ways that are indistinguishable from my love for you.”  
-Anne Weinstone 

 
Before I begin (become), I am already trembling. This infinitesimal motion, this trembling pulsation, is the 

impetus for becoming. I tremble precariously in partiality, between myself and the other-as-myself, between 

subject and object, human and animal and water and stone. I am both bounded, discontinuous and finite, 

and ultimately free, continuous being overflowing with infinite potential to become. Between my self and the 

other I experience the ache of desire that reveals my lack, the spaces (that long to be filled) of that which I am 

not. And with a flash the distance is collapsed and I am only my Self, expansive bliss in recognizing that 

there is no subject and object, no self and other, only this Self bursting and abundant. I lose my self in this 

Self, and the borders of my humanity are swept away in an oceanic mode of being. I tremble between life and 

death. 

 I close my eyes and the universe dissolves, disappears, and I am adrift outside of form, where there 

are no “objects.” I open my eyes and the world appears, separates and organizes itself into discrete 

(discontinuous) forms to encounter, and I lose sight of my true Self. I long for all the continuity that this world 

predicated on discontinuous being  

can sustain.  

 I close my eyes and the world as I know it (separate from myself) dissolves once more. I see my Self, 

the One who trembles, that moves through/between these cycles of creation and dissolution, desire and 

pleasure, life and death. I fix my attention on this [fluid, unfixed] Self, and open my eyes. I see my Self 

infusing (permeating, penetrating) this world that I have created within the field of my own perception, formed 

from my consciousness. In this recognition of my Self, I take this other-as-my-Self in and on (I am permeated 

by it, I am penetrated by it), and the gap between it and me collapses again with a flash. 
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 For this paper, my primary interest is the continued development of a theory of 

ecosexuality.1 I have elsewhere formulated ecosexuality as an identity predicated on an erotic 

eco-logic, whereby (hetero)normative constructions of gender, sex, sexuality and nature are 

destabilized along trajectories of desire for the more-than-human environment in which the 

human subject is always already sensorially implicit. Succinctly, my formulation of an “erotic 

eco-logic” is a systemic internal logic predicated on both the cohesive mutual/inter-

dependency of the system’s constituent parts, as well as the necessary space of lack (that 

provokes desire) by which that interdependency comes to function. This sexuality, in both 

its understanding of the self as well as its approach to the environment, functions through 

the mobilization of certain queer sexual epistemologies, whereby bodies become mutually 

incorporated—in contrast to the heterosexist formulation of sexual unification whereby the 

one/male consumes/incorporates the other/female through the act of penetration.2 The 

queer sexual epistemology that I invoke is a recognition of all bodies as porous, permeable, 

and penetrable, whereby to penetrate never forecloses the possibility of being penetrated, 

and wherein permeability—even when bounded behind latex borders—is a pervasive 

corporeality. In this formulation of ecosexuality, to be in the environment (penetrating) is to 

simultaneously be permeated by it; the borders of the subject become blurred across this 

mutual suffusion. 

I tremble between bodies, and it is in my trembling, the pulsing in between, that I begin to know my Self. The 

ecological body: in which I am always implicated within a functional system of interdependency, never fully 

autonomous, always intersubjective, always relational; the queer body: abjected, unstable, leaky and fluid, 

penetrable, penetrating, and permeable; what I try to know as the ecosexual body: a body that knows its 

ecological condition through (queer) sexual epistemologies; the Tantric body: flashing between Oneness and 

difference, between unity and multiplicity, that experiences the paradox of being both/and with delightful 

observation; the erotic body: managed between taboos to stay alive as my self, aching to transgress and 

experience the ecstasy of the loss of my self; the Butoh body: practiced in becoming other (male, female, plant, 

animal, ash, stone, water, smoke, insect, god), never decidedly so, never fixed and always morphing. 

As I move between these bodies, trembling/vibrating/pulsing, and examine each one from the eyes of the 

other, I begin to see my Self. Holding my attention inward and opening my eyes outward, I gaze over these 

“other” bodies and I recognize them. They each reveal the others in their own being, and there I am (That I 

Am) as the threads of those revelations. 

How do I write from between these bodies? 
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How do I report back from the flash of ecstasy when, transgressing the taboo I lose track of myself 

along/within/beneath the flesh of another? How do I write from the flash of orgasm or intoxication, the 

brilliant flash with which all thought is struck from me and all I can see is One? 

How do I write from the body laden with multiplicity, morphing and changing though and between, the body 

in crisis between the excess of “others” within? 

Who am “I” as I lose track of my self? 

This is my struggle, for as soon as I begin to craft these ideas into letters, words, lines and pages, I lose sight of 

them.3 Infinite potentia becomes this one thing, and I no longer recognize it. 

 Perhaps the best I can do is to introduce you to these bodies (unfamiliar bodies, 

bodies of “others”), and invite you to inhabit them (be inhabited by them), so that you might 

begin to glimpse the recognition of each one (and the One) in/from/as the others. 

 In my previous work in formulating a theory of ecosexuality, I have written more 

extensively regarding the ecological body, the queer body, and the (admittedly incomplete, 

but perhaps necessarily so) ecosexual body. For this paper, I will turn my attention more 

specifically to the Tantric body—drawing primarily on the Tantric tradition of Kashmir 

Shaivism as articulated by Swami Muktananda and Swami Shantandanda, supported by 

Jaideva Singh’s translation and commentary on Kshemaraja’s Spanda-karikas, and Anne 

Weinstone’s Avatar Bodies: A Tantra for Posthumanism;4 the erotic body—drawing specifically 

on Georges Bataille’s Erotism, Death & Sensuality; and the Butoh body—utilizing my own 

practice of Butoh as well as the scholarship of Sondra Fraleigh to articulate the body 

produced by this practice. 

I move through and between, a fluid capacity for all bodies, for all things. And then I condense to find this 

one … 

The Tantric Body: 

 It is initially the queer body that turns my attention to the Tantric body. My current 

formulation of ecosexuality, described briefly above, is predicated on an inter-penetrability of 

the subject-self-body and the object-other-environment along trajectories of sensorial 

reciprocity and intersubjectivity5 resulting in the loss of the bounded discrete individual body 

as such. This porous body carries implicitly queer connotations in its perpetual condition of 

permeability; its penetrable and penetrating capacities (distinctly sexual at the start, but 

capacities that take on much broader implications once the body has become expansive 

beyond the normative construction of the body bound within flesh); its fluidity and 
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morphability; and—perhaps most significantly—its capacity for abundant potentiality. The 

queer body is a body that remains unfixed in its performance and signification, and in the 

midst of its mutable undecidability, between its formations and reformations, I begin to 

glimpse the Self that threads through and between. 

 Anne Weinstone addresses the body in Tantra well when she writes: “Tantra views 

the human body as the most appropriate vehicle for sensitizing the practitioner to the 

creative, differentiating power of a nonstatic reality and for making that power more 

available to human beings in their everyday lives. Tantric practices are a taking of the world 

into the body of the practitioner, a re-embodiment that sensitizes the practitioner to the 

correspondences between her and everything else. In this sense, Tantra is a local practice of 

nonlocality, a local sensitization and opening to the influx and influence of differentiated 

manifestations of univocal desire that is itself a world in potentia” (Weinstone 122).6 There is 

a considerable philosophical foundation that must be established to completely appreciate 

Weinstone’s statement, but her description seems a worthy starting point as it situates the 

Tantric body in such a way that it has for me immediate ecosexual potential. This is a body 

practiced in taking the world into the body, practiced in experiencing locally that which one 

might initially perceive as non-local, and this influx, the flowing of worlds into (and as) the 

embodied subject is central to how I understand affinities between ecosexuality and Tantric 

philosophy. 

 How is it that this body takes the world into and as itself? Within the Tantric 

paradigm, this motion and identification occurs within the field of consciousness and 

perception. Within Tantra, all things are both One and differentiated, unified and multiple 

simultaneously, and it is in the movement between these paradoxical identifications that the 

individual begins to recognize the true Self. 

 Swami Muktananda writes that, “Everything is contained in the Self. The creative 

power of this entire universe lies inside every one of us. The divine Principle that creates and 

sustains this world [spanda] pulsates within us as our own Self” (Muktanada 29). All that we 

experience, all that we recognize as object or “other” within the world in which we perceive 

ourselves to occur, already exists in potentia within our Self. Muktananda goes on to state: 

“What is ego? We all have the awareness of ‘I.’ It exists naturally within us, and it is pure. If 

we leave that ‘I’ as it is, that ‘I’ is God. But we always add something to the ‘I’, and as soon 

as we do that it becomes ego and causes all our troubles” (Muktananda 33). Muktananda 
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speaks of the Self before it has become, sometimes called Shiva, often discussed only as 

Consciousness, and in the principle of spanda (which will be explained below), before it has 

become attached to particular forms (such as those of gender, class, caste, race, nationality, 

sexuality, etc.), it contains within itself the capacity to be and become all things. This 

potential mobility between beings and becoming, a mobility implied in the creative capacity 

to become anything, is reminiscent for me of the body of the queer. It is not that I am 

attempting to posit the “queer body” as the Self of which Muktananda speaks; certainly the 

body marked and performed as queer is one which has become attached/marked through its 

abjection from the normative body/sexuality/gender/sex.7 But my observation is that in the 

queer body’s movement between forms and the implicit fluid/unfixed formlessness by 

which that movement is accomplished, we have the opportunity to glimpse the Self that 

becomes, the Self of infinite potential, and it is with this Self that I situate the possibility of a 

self full of “others,” and “others” saturated with Self.  

 Swami Shantananda also addresses this Self when he discusses an identity “beyond 

the mind, beyond the personality with its name and nationality and cultural biases. That 

deeper sense of ‘I,’ which has never changed, which was with you in your childhood and has 

remained unaltered in every instance since, is pure Consciousness” (Shantananda 26). 

Certainly there are postructuralist theorists who would dismiss the very possibility of this “I” 

which has never changed, unaffected by the violent processes of social subjectification, and I 

myself am suspicious of language such as “pure.” The designation of a “pure” depends upon 

a designation of an “impure,” and this process of exemption and exclusion is a process of 

social violence with which oppressed bodies are all too familiar. Yet the purity of which 

Shanatanda speaks is one of inherent inclusivity, a pure “I” which exists within all things, 

accentuating purity as our commonality, impurity being that by which we designate an 

“other” as separate from ourselves. Within Tantric philosophy, this “I” of Self is the 

perspective of absolute consciousness, the ultimate subject from whom all differentiation—

in fact, the very possibility of differentiation—emerges, and the One who witnesses this 

process of differentiation. It is in identification with this One that the possibility of liberation 

exists. 

 The question of “Consciousness” is one that deserves addressing. Shantananda 

writes: “What do we mean by the term ‘consciousness?’ We could say that consciousness is 

simply awareness, the same power of attention, of intelligent knowing that we use in every 
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moment of our waking lives. Most of us have a deeply held belief that there must be more to 

it than this—the supreme Consciousness that creates the universe must be substantially 

different from our own individual awareness. But is this really so? The Pratyabhijña-hrdayam 

says very clearly that if you want to understand the highest Reality, you must first understand 

yourself. You yourself are your doorway to Reality. It is through your own consciousness 

that you can know supreme Consciousness” (Shanatanada 25-26). This point is essential in 

understanding the role of the self (your identification as finite, discontinuous) in the 

recognition of the Self (your recognition as infinitely continuous) within this paradigm. 

Shantananda states that the individual’s own consciousness is the doorway to recognizing 

this supreme state, this Self before/between becoming(s). It is in turning our attention 

towards our own condition of consciousness that we become aware of the mechanism 

through which the world comes into being for us, the awareness and attention from which 

differentiation takes place. Muktananda writes, “The sun that lights up the world also lights 

itself. In the same way, the Self that gives light to the inner and outer senses also illuminates 

itself” (Muktananda 32). Through perception we become aware of the Self who perceives, 

and this Self is capable of infinite possible becomings.  

 As has been suggested throughout this discussion thus far, this Tantric Self is 

understood as One of infinite potential, and it is in the recognition of this Self that we 

experience the liberation of Oneness with all things. Muktananda states: “A human being has 

the freedom to become anything. By his own power he can make his life sublime or 

wretched. By his own power he can reach the heavens or descend to the depths. In fact, the 

power of a human being is so great that he can even transform himself into God. God lies 

hidden in the heart of every human being, and everyone has the power to realize that” 

(Shantananda 36). As we become aware of the Self who witnesses the process of perception, 

from whom perception itself emanates and from whom all things are created within the field 

of consciousness, we become aware of the libratory potential of the creative capacity of the 

Self.  

 Also central to the Tantric paradigm is the perspective that the universe, all that 

exists, is created in and of the act of perception, the motion of consciousness. The sage 

Abhinavagupta has written, “Nothing perceived is independent of perception, and 

perception differs not from the perceiver; therefore the [perceived] universe is nothing but 

the perceiver” (Shantananda 45). In the mundane act of perception, the world takes on 
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differentiated form, and the individual loses sight of the true (infinite) nature of the Self. 

Perhaps ironically, it is through the act of perception that we encounter a world that is 

different from our self, yet it is through attention to this process of perception that we have 

the opportunity to recognize the undifferentiated Self who perceives. Jaideva Singh has also 

addressed this condition of perception revealing the Self simultaneous to its affect of 

differentiation between the subject and object: “… the world consisting of pramata (subject), 

prameya (object) and pramana (means of knowledge) exists in Shiva or the spanda principle, 

even as the reflection of a city may be said to exist in a mirror. It is nothing but the mirror 

and the various objects in the city which appear different from one another and also from 

the mirror are nothing but the mirror itself. Thus the world is nothing but Shiva, though it 

appears different from Him, even as the various objects reflected in a mirror appear different 

but really speaking are not anything different from the mirror” (Singh 32).8 Briefly further 

suspending my explication of the principle of spanda, I merely wish to accentuate the 

function of Singh’s metaphor in revealing the presence/substance of the Self (here discussed 

as Shiva) in that which is perceived, implicating the Self in that which is perceived (as 

different from the self), just as the mirror is implicated in that which it reflects.9 If 

perception is an action of an embodied subject, and the perceiving subject is implicit in that 

which is perceived, then the embodiment of the subject extends beyond the borders of her 

or his flesh into that which is perceived. This is the start of how the Tantric body illuminates 

the ecosexual implications of the pervasiveness of the Self in the world, the suffusion of the 

world as the Self. 

 It is now necessary to turn our attention to spanda. Spanda (also sometimes called 

spanda-shakti) is the divine creative pulsation, the trembling vibration between the identification 

of the subject with the pervasive Self and the identification of the subject as discontinuous in 

a world of objects. Shantananda accounts: “The sage Vasugupta calls this primordial 

vibration spanda, the pulsation by which Consciousness becomes the source of all creation … 

These vibrations occur without interruption, in a throbbing motion of contraction and 

expansion through which the cosmos appears and disappears … It is through spanda that the 

cosmic eyes of Consciousness open (unmesa) and close (nimesa) and the universe unfolds and 

refolds itself in a rhythm of creation and dissolution” (Shantananda 42-43). The motion of 

spanda is the perpetual dilation between contacted form (the realm of differentiation and 

discontinuous being) and expansive potential (the realm of oneness and continuous being). 
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Singh also expounds on this principle of spanda: “This spanda-sakti consists of the compact 

bliss of I-consciousness which holds in its bosom endless cycles of creation and dissolution, 

which is of the nature of the entire world of the pure and the impure, which is of the nature 

of exhibiting limitation and expansion of Subjects and Objects, which is worthy of adoration 

and all esoteric knowledge, which is simultaneously of the nature of emanation and 

absorption” (Singh 10). Anne Weinstone riffs on a similar theme offered by the sage 

Kshemaraja: “Ultimacy (god) is an overflowing becoming, is a process rather than stasis. 

This process is described most often in terms of pulsation, vibration, and amazement. The 

vibrating power of awareness (spandasakti) is the bliss which is the wonder of the one compact mass of ‘I’ 

consciousness embracing the endless cycle of creation and destruction (Ksemaraja, eleventh-century 

Kashmir Saivite quoted in Dyczkowski 1987, 84)” (Weinstone 93).  

 Implicit in the vibration of spanda is the consciousness of the Self that observes and 

exists between these experiences of the Self as infinite potential and differentiated form. 

Singh describes this Self as the Experient who “does not deviate from his nature … in the 

midst of the changing states of experience” (Singh 38-39). In the midst of changing states, 

this Experient—the constancy in the pulsation of spanda—recognizes itself as the “essential 

self.” Singh offers: “Ramakantha explains the status of this experient beautifully in the 

following words: ‘He (the Experient) pervades all the preceding and succeeding states 

throughout which is well-known even to all empirical selves: he provides that synthetic unity 

which serves as the foundation of all pragmatic life, which being unchanging, permanent 

Experient ever shines as one and the same’” (Singh 44). It is not simply the motion between 

the various states of experience and identification that reveals the pervasive potential of the 

Self. It is the experience of One-who-experiences (the Experient) that reveals the Self 

capable of moving through and between, a fluid (queer) self that shifts between and across 

the borders of differentiation. 

 It may seem as if I have deviated far from my stated pursuit, specifically that of 

further developing a theory of ecosexuality, but it is here where these philosophies of Tantra 

turn towards an eroticism useful in the further exploration of this theory. Certainly one 

might ask as to why this Self of pervasive infinite potential takes on 

differentiated/discontinuous form. The answer within Tantric philosophy is so that the Self 

might experience the delight of encountering [itself as] other, and the bliss of returning again 

to the recognition of continuity and non-differentiation. Weinstone discusses: “Tantra 
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teaches us that God misses god, right? Intransitive longing expanding into the expanse. God 

wants to miss god. God, Siva, consciousness, Sakti, con-energy, whatever you want to call 

it/us, multiplies and forgets itself deliberately simply for the pleasure of re-meeting itself. 

Where am I? Here I am!! (Reality as a game of peek-a-boo-I-see-you)” (Weinstone 156). 

Consciousness takes on differentiation in order to experience desire (across the distance of 

difference) and pleasure in the recognition of the other as the Self (collapsing the distance 

between self and other). Weinstone eloquently describes: “As the motive force of cosmic 

differentiation, desire is also the vector for proliferating the relationships that constitute 

individual practices of self-capacitation. Yet pleasure, or bliss, a temporary state of forgetful 

merging with others, is a crucial aspect of recapitulating and participating in the rhythm of 

creation … Across the entire range of Tantric traditions, pleasure in relationship and the 

desire for creative manifestation are inextricable” (Weinstone 120). In this sense, spanda 

might then be conceived of as the pulse between pleasure and desire, a pulse that is charged 

with eroticism, suggesting our turn towards the erotic body.  

In the blink of an eye, I am briefly all things, and then as my eyelids open, the world appears, created anew, 

and I am some-thing. But this thing that I have become is unstable and trembling. It is one of many potential 

outcomes, one of infinite selves/becomings, and throb with the abundant potential of otherness. As I look out 

and see this world as different from myself, I ache with desire to lose myself inside this world (to lose this world 

inside my Self), fully suffuse and mutually intoxicated in a blinding pleasure that annihilates distinction. 

This pleasure is of course death, but it is a death for which I long … 

The Erotic Body: 

Georges Bataille’s Erotism, Death & Sensuality presents itself as excessively relevant to the 

theorization of an ecosexuality, another body to inhabit, from which to see and recognize 

the Self that pulses through and between. Bataille’s explication of eroticism depends first and 

foremost on the perspective of our social(ized) selves as discontinuous (individuals bounded 

within discrete forms)10 continually navigating the threat of and our desire for continuity. He 

writes: “On the most fundamental level there are transitions from continuous to 

discontinuous or from discontinuous to continuous. We are discontinuous beings, 

individuals who perish in isolation in the midst of an incomprehensible adventure, but we 

yearn for our lost continuity. We find the state of affairs that binds us to our random and 

ephemeral individuality hard to bear. Along with our tormenting desire that this evanescent 

thing should last, there stands our obsession with a primal continuity linking us with 
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everything that is … A man can suffer at the thought of not existing in the world like a wave 

lost among many other waves, even if he knows nothing about the division and fusion of 

simple cells. But this nostalgia is responsible for three forms of eroticism in man … physical, 

emotional, and religious” (Bataille 15). For Bataille, death (the loss of the discontinuous self) 

is the ultimate experience of continuity,11 and that this loss of self (and our longing for it) is 

responsible for the establishment of the erotic potential of any experience that promises a 

glimpse of this loss of self (sacrifice and sexual pleasure being the two most discussed in his 

text). 

 For Bataille, violence (the violation of the discontinuous self) is essential to 

eroticism.12 It is this violence that makes eroticism threatening, while also suggesting the 

potential of other forms of violence to be erotic. This threat is not only a danger to the 

individual, but is also terrifying for a society that is predicated on the functionality of 

discontinuous human units (as workers, as property holders, as responsible citizens). Bataille 

writes: “The transition from the normal state to that of erotic desire presupposes a partial 

dissolution of the person as he exists in the realm of discontinuity … it is paving the way for 

a fusion where both are mingled, attaining at length the same degree of dissolution. The 

whole business of eroticism is to destroy the self-contained character of the participators as 

they are in their normal lives” (Bataille 17). The threat (and libratory potential) of eroticism is 

this destruction of “normal lives,” the characters that enact them, and the society that those 

lives and characters enable. This threat requires management and regulation, accomplished 

within societies by way of a complex system of taboo and transgression. Bataille goes into great 

detail articulating the function of religion and social contracts in both the establishment of 

“necessary” taboos as well as the regulation of (equally necessary) socially sanctioned 

transgression (such as religious sacrifice and war transgressing the taboo against murder, 

religious feast days transgressing the taboo against excess and intoxication, and marriage 

transgressing the taboo against sexual pleasure).13 For this paper it is not necessary to discuss 

the specificity of this network of taboos and transgressions in detail. Rather, I would like to 

relate this system to the notions of desire and pleasure as related to the pulsation (spanda) 

between differentiation and dissolution.  

 Distance is the necessary condition for the production of desire. Desire is that 

motion towards that which we do not have, that which we lack, that which we are not. In an 

even closer analysis, it can be determined that in fact desire is for the bittersweet experience 
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of desire,14 and this is what distinguishes desire from pleasure. Pleasure is satiation; desire is 

insatiable. In the contemplation of spanda, the movement of consciousness between 

identification with Oneness (equivalent to Bataille’s continuity of being) and identification 

with contracted specific form separate from the world in which one occurs (equivalent to 

Bataille’s discontinuous being), we recognize the (ceaseless) motion between desire and 

pleasure. The Self takes on differentiation in order to feel the delight of desire, and 

subsequently experiences the bliss/pleasure of recognizing the object/other as always already 

the Self. In Bataille’s explication of eroticism, taboo function both to regulate and produce 

desire; transgression, the collapse of desire into pleasure, also becomes regulated (through 

sanctions transgression) to reinvigorate the significance of the taboo and the desire that it 

produces. This is the condition of eroticism, the erotic body: the ache of the discontinuous 

self for the other, the bliss of the loss of the self/other in the dissolution of continuity, and 

the (regulated) motion between these states.   

 While I am certainly making a correlation between this transgressive motion across 

(and back again) taboos implicit in eroticism, and the pulsation of spanda within the Tantric 

body, I am careful to not conflate the two. Spanda is a movement of consciousness and a 

motion of identification within the act (and observation) of perception. Eroticism, as 

explicated by Bataille, is a social formulation that, while anchored in the instinctual (sexual, 

violent) experience of humankind, is produced in the form as we know it primarily as a 

method of social organization and regulation. He writes: “Eroticism always entails a breaking 

down of established patterns, the patterns, I repeat, of the regulated social order basic to our 

discontinuous mode of existence as defined and separate individuals … What we desire is to 

bring into a world founded on discontinuity all the continuity such a world can sustain” 

(Bataille 18-19). The distance of the taboo alone does not produce the erotic; it is necessary 

that the taboo be transgressed (a transgression either sanctioned or unsanctioned by society) 

for eroticism to take on its potency. The erotic body then is one that hovers at the edge 

between discontinuity and continuity, between desire and pleasure, taboo and transgress—

essentially, at the edge between life and death. 

I tremble here between my self and the loss of my self. One moment I am life and the next I am death … 

The Butoh Body: 

Tatsumi Hijikata, one of the founders of Butoh, “often explained his butoh is terms of a 

corpse: ‘Butoh is a corpse standing desperately upright’” (Fraleigh Butoh, 67). In this sense, 
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the erotic body of Bataille morphs into the Butoh body through its precarious struggle 

between death and life, other and self, bliss and suffering. This precarious positionality is a 

necessary quality of the Butoh body. The body in Butoh is one that moves through endless 

states, endless beings and becomings, while remaining unresolved and porous in its 

definition. It teeters (and trembles) between bodies, becoming one thing only to become 

another, filled with others that quickly become confused with/for/as the self. 

 The practice of Butoh is the practice of moving through the self as a series of others, 

or, perhaps more accurately, moving through a series of others as the self. The Butoh dancer 

(butoh-ka) moves along butoh-fu (Butoh scores or notations), image after image, other after 

other, encountering oneself as the embodiment of these others. Catriona Sandilands writes, 

“The dancer doesn’t perform an image, say, as an act of willful mimesis; he practices taking it 

in and taking it on, embodying and performing the interaction between the image and the 

body’s response. Memory is vital, here: by animating corporeal memory, the dancer opens 

the skin to the materialization of the image, the other, the landscape” (Sandilands 34). An 

ecologist, Sandilands’ description offers a glimpse of the ecological potential of the Butoh 

body (the body implicitly within relationship), and its ecosexual potential (its relationship to 

the other/object/environment primarily understood through the taking in and taking on, the 

implicit mutual penetration and permeation of that relationship). Sondra Fraleigh echoes this 

sentiment when she discusses the morphology of Butoh as a relational body: “The butoh 

body is relational and not representational. It doesn’t exist to display the self or show 

technical feats, and it is not about narrative. Its experiential somaticity, defined in bodily 

sensibility and capacity, is widely cast to incorporate material objects, images, and poetic 

collages. I hold that metamorphosis is at the heart of butoh and, therefore, that its aesthetic 

potency comes from the dancer’s ability to embody otherness and to transform. This 

requires an elastic body-mind willing to risk and learn. Butoh can be understood in terms of 

the dancer’s capability for conscious change and empathetic embodiment. Such empathy is 

relational and somatic—belonging to the life of human feeling and therefore to the body as 

experienced by the self in relation to others and the environment. This is not so much the 

personal body as Self writ large. The butoh dancer expands the self to include others and to 

find otherness in herself; she universalizes in this sense” (Fraleigh Butoh, 48). These are, at 

this point, familiar themes: the identification of the self with the other and the otherness of 

the self, the simultaneity of the individual body and the (endless) capacity of the body to be 
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and become other, now finding articulation in the Butoh body. Fraleigh goes on to write, 

“To study the body in butoh is to study the shifting structures and transformative habits of 

matter through dance—where in confusion and moments of weakness, we encounter our 

foreign body and experience again our original spiritual body” (Fraleigh Butoh, 62). It is here 

at the loss of the self in its limited capacity and the study of the body as it expands to include 

and incorporate others that I begin to identify Butoh as a kind of Tantric practice. Like the 

Experient that pulses between Oneness and differentiation, conscious of the infinite 

potential of the being-before-becoming that moves between those states of creation and 

dissolution, by moving through and between the mutating modes of embodiment, the butoh-

ka begins to experience the Self as a continuity of being, always One but experiencing the 

bliss of encountering the other. Through the score, the butoh-ka turns her attention to the 

other, but immediately collapses the distance between herself and other, forming herself as 

that other. “[Butoh dancers] consciously morph: from culture to culture and from birth to 

old age—transfiguring from male to female, from human to plant life, disappearing into ash, 

animals, bugs, and gods.15 Surprisingly, they transform without closure” (Fraleigh Butoh, 45). 

The body without closure, morphing from other to another to another, registers as distinctly 

queer, and Tantric in its undecidability.  

 I am struck by how precisely scholarship describing Tantric practices and emerging 

from Tantric philosophies align with the descriptions and understandings of the practice of 

Butoh. Weinstone writes: “The aim of Tantric practice is to become adept at relationship, to 

proliferate relationship, baroquely, until one cannot articulate the difference between oneself 

and another, oneself and the world … Tantra is a set of techniques for local sensitization to 

nonlocal reality, conceived as a fabric, a weaving, a Tantra in which every thread touches 

every other thread” (Weinstone 124). This is my experience of the practice of Butoh: in the 

dense intoxication of the body with the incorporations of others, I lose track of myself. 

There comes a kind of blinding crisis in and between the “baroque” embodiment of others-

as-self, at which point I look out and see only my Self, a field of infinite potential. Weinstone 

adds, “Within Tantra, the body is the nexus that allows the practitioner to experience all of 

the differentiated expressions of which the cosmos is capable: there is no body as such” 

(Weinstone 128). The body, in both Tantra and Butoh, is both central to the recognition of 

the Self, and exploded/lost/displaced by that self-same recognition. The body as the 

discontinuous psychosomatic biological form becomes riddled with leakages, porous and 
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imprecise, seeping/flowing through perception into a messy confusion with the 

environment/object/other. In this “oceanic” modality, the butoh-ka sheds her socialized, 

individuated form in exchange for another Self. Kazuo Ohno, Hijikata’s collaborator in the 

founding of Butoh, once stated, “As long as the body maintains an existence marked by 

social experience, it cannot express the soul with purity” (Fraleigh Butoh, 51). Here we are 

brought again to “purity,” the purity before/beneath/between socialization and becoming 

attached. Within the Tantric body we recognize this purity as the Self, within Ohno’s Butoh 

body it is an experience of the soul. 

 In the face of purity, I wish to linger further in the state of ecstasy, the delirium of 

others-as-self in/between which the purity of the Self/soul is recognized. Weinstone writes: 

“Tantric delirium is a baroque and pleasurable indulgence in expression: sound, word, image, 

emotion, character, and personality. These are devotions, honed through obsessive 

involvements that burst cognition and amount to a ritualized flooding: cognitive, sensory, 

kinetic, affective flooding. Tantra is a practice, not of the line, the cut, the rupture, the 

interruption, the anomalous, but of the elastic, the watery, the Möbius, the stretch, the 

rolling landscape, the vibration, the flow” (Weinstone 161). This is the delirium of Butoh, 

“baroque and pleasurable indulgence” in the embodied experience of/as that which was 

previously held to be “other.” Overflowing my banks, I voraciously take the other into 

myself, and through that taking in (and on), I experience the other as my self. In this taking 

in and on and as, Tantra and Butoh turn once again towards ecosexuality, and the implicit 

queer sexual epistemology of taking in and on (while simultaneously being taken in and on) 

that results in a becoming as. In this sense, the Butoh body is practiced in ecosexuality; it is 

queer in its metamorphability and permeability; it is Tantric in its study of the Self in the 

motion (spanda) between; it is erotic in its transgression between desire and pleasure, its 

precarious trembling between life and death. The practice of this body offers to the theory 

of ecosexuality the following opportunity: 

I turn to the landscape in which I occur, in which I am sensorially implicit. I see it as That which is separate 

from myself, a separation that affirms and consolidates the edges of my own discontinuous body/being. And I 

experience the pang of desire, to be inside of That, the have That inside of me. I observe my desire, and the 

distance of differentiation within my perception. And with a flash of recognition, I observe my observation, 

perceive my perception, and That which I perceive is no longer separate from the embodied action of my own 

perception; my Self. Distance and desire collapse, and I/That dissolve in pleasure and bliss. From within 
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that bliss, I look out and encounter an-other, and I am filled again with desire across distance of difference, 

simultaneous to the recognition of, “I am That.”16 Flash! The distance and difference collapse, swept away 

again in the splendor of recognition, and I am lost, suffuse in the continuum of infinite potential. Again and 

again I encounter an-other and an-other, trembling between desire and pleasure, That and I. And in that 

trembling, I see my Self. Through and between the ceaseless rhythm of pulsation, I see That which I am.  

Walking … 

“ … Smoke is coming out 

from all your joints 

I am porous, I am That 

There is a big plate of 

water on your head and 

razor blades under your 

feet 

I am lacerated, violated, and then I realize that this “I” is not me. 

 I am That. 

Violence is an experience of 

The discontinuous self. 

Your eyes are open, but 

they don’t see anything, 

I do not see any “thing” because even with my eyes open 

All “things” are One 

There is a big eye in 

the middle of your forehead 

that mirrors a distant 

landscape 

The landscape reflected is not separate from the mirror 

In which it is reflected 

Which is my Self 

The landscape is no longer distant; it is myself 

That I am 

Strings are attached to 

Your joints, you float 
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Above the earth, not 

moving yourself 

Your spirit goes before 

you—form follows 

behind17 
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1 My research into developing a theory of ecosexuality is permanently indebted to the Love 
Art Laboratory (Annie M. Sprinkle and Elizabeth M. Stephens). It is through my experience 
of Sprinkle and Stephens’ work as LAL and their performative and creative research into 
“sexecology” and “ecosexuality” that I first became introduced to this area of inquiry. 
 
2 See Luce Irigaray, Elemental Passions. 
 
3 It is worth mentioning that within the Tantric tradition, there is a heavy emphasis on all 
things being the gateway to all things. Weinstone offers: “… all manifestations of the 
cosmos as real and modal with respect to each other. Sound, image, matter, flesh, 
consciousness, syllable, word, and gesture are ontologically related so that each serves as a 
portal to all the rest. ‘Becoming everything’ is a matter of sensitization, of training so that 
one may interact with, use, and experience the everything one already is” (Weinstone 92). 
Specifically, within the Tantric tradition, there is an emphasis on the letter, syllable, and 
phrase (the fundamental elements of mantra) each containing the potential to access all other 
things. The One from which all things proceed can thus be accessed (involuted) through all 
things. It is, then, a demonstration of my own shortcomings in this practice/paradigm that I 
find this act of writing to be an obscuration of my topic. 
 
4 It is important to mention that a central purpose in Weinstone’s project is the development 
of a posthuman ethics understood through the philosophy of Tantra. This question of ethics 
haunts the edges of my own project of theorizing the ecosexual body through its affinities 
with Tantra, eroticism, and Butoh, but it is a question that goes beyond the scope of this 
paper. I reference Weinstone as an exemplar of how this question might begin to be 
addressed. 
 
5 This was a primarily phenomenological formulation, specifically drawing on the work of 
David Abram, and supported by ecological theorists Catriona Sandilands, Greta Gaard, and 
Chaia Heller. 
 
6 It is a conscious choice in the formatting of this paper to not display lengthy quotations set 
off from the body of the paragraph. The threat of not setting these quotations off from the 
whole is a potential confusion of voice, a losing track of whose words are whose, and this is 
a precariousness of voice with which I want to engage. 
 
7 Catriona Sandilands’ discussion of the queer body politic seems relevant here in 
understanding both the historical and social specificity of the conditions by which the queer 
body is produced and the ways in which it might function: “Thus a queer body politic 
suggests an active, sustained and politicized recognition of bodies perpetually in the throes of 
materialization, of performance and repetitive extension as practices of corporeal resistance, 
and of embodiment as an interactive and dynamic process in which corporeal narratives are 
lived and contested in the realms of representation and ritual. But it is also important to note 
that such corporeal fluidity is not simply a new ‘style’ of postmodern corporeality somehow 
bettering the bounded individuality of modernism. Rather, queer body politics stem from the 
historical recognition that certain bodies have been marked as ‘queer’ and that this marking 
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has been a vital part of the process by which the powerful fiction of bodily purity and 
integrity is created and recreated. The ideally bounded and internally natural body is, in other 
words, a fiction wrought by the categorization and expulsion of ‘queer’ bodies, bodies whose 
grotesque and creeping pathologies threaten the corporeal ideal, bodies whose processes—
and especially body fluids—are lurking contaminants in the ongoing regimens of bodily 
purification. The fluid body, then, is not a postmodern style; queers are among the 
underworld pantheon of leaky and excrescent bodies whose very existence threatens—and 
thus in their violent expulsion, constitutes—the ideal. Taking in and taking on this 
‘contamination’ is a way of making visible the particular relations by which our bodies are 
normatively organized” (Sandilands 27). The queer body, like the Tantric body capable of 
any being or becoming, is “perpetually in the throes of materialization,” whose fluidity 
destabilizes our normative notion of the pure and bounded (discontinuous) body. 

8 I do note the tensions of internal contradiction within a philosophy predicated on 
dissolving subject/object hierarchies that frequently articulates itself through gendered and 
anthropocentric descriptive metaphors, particularly in the use of god and goddess figures, 
He/She, and terms such as the Great Lord. While I do think there would be benefit in 
conducting a feminist/queer critique of the traditional language of Tantric philosophy, that 
critique is beyond the scope of this paper. 
 
9 Swami Shantananda offers this same metaphor with a slightly different emphasis on the 
revelation of the Self: “Classically, vimarsa is compared to a mirror or a reflective pond … 
Like a mirror, vimarsa shows us ourselves and our creation. Each of us has a face—this is 
prakasa, existence—but until we see that face reflected back to us through the capacity of 
vimarsa, we have no idea what our face looks like” (Shantananda 31). “Prakasa is the initial 
flash of form, the moment of watching the dawn before labeling and reactions begin. 
Vimarsa, whose emergence is virtually simultaneous, is the discernment and discrimination 
by which you recognize what you are seeing” (Shantananda 29). 
 
10 Relevantly, though perhaps not central to my project or my reading of Bataiile, Catriona 
Sandilands offers: “According to Emily Martin, this conception of bounded bodies, bodies 
as independent ‘systems’ located in an external, sometimes hostile, environment, is a strongly 
modernist one. In particular, such bodies are laden with immune discourses that posit an 
ideally integral internal body, a hostile external environment filled, particularly in the age of 
AIDS—and, in the immediate present, SARS—with a lot of wily and unpredictable body 
fluids, and the need for vigilance to keep the former safe from the latter” (Sandilands 21). 
Sandilands goes on to discuss the correlation of bodily management and ecological 
management, and the potential for a queer reworking of both. Read alongside one another, 
Sandilands queer ecological body politic suggests a mode in which we might navigate and 
disrupt the taboos and transgressions discussed by Bataille. 

11 “What I want to emphasise is that death does not affect the continuity of existence, since 
in existence itself all separate existences originate; continuity of existence is independent of 
death and is even proved by death” (Bataille 21). 
 
12 “In essence, the domain of eroticism is the domain of violence, of violation … there is 
most violence in the abrupt wrench out of discontinuity. The most violent thing of all for us 
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is death which jerks us out of a tenacious obsession with the lastingness of our 
discontinuous being” (Bataille 16). 
 
13 The notion of transgression is not only implicit in Tantric philosophy of the self/other, 
but is actually employed in Tantric ritual (what Bataille might consider a society regulated 
religious transgression). Weinstone discusses the pañca-makara, a Tantric ritual involving the 
engagement in “forbidden” acts: “On the level of Tantric philosophy, the pañca-makara 
enacts three crucial tenets. First, that no material, no act, no sensation is inherently pure or 
impure. Thus, the eating of ‘bad’ foods demonstrates that, approached with the right 
attitude, anything can propitiate liberatory results. Second, the ritual is a self-surrender, but a 
surrender through indulgence, a surrender to, not a surrender of … The surrender to 
‘contamination,’ to intoxication marks a profound surrender to relationship, to the 
experience of one’s self within relationship brought to such intensity that the self as a 
unitary, bounded entity dissolves … Third, the rituals celebrate the nonhierarchical manifold 
as the inpassing of everything in everything else as indexed by the eating of everything by everyone. 
All substances may pass through, as all people may pass though. The direction to make love with 
strangers, with the spouses of others, and with those of different classes and castes [and 
genders] declares that a general state of inpassing is the state of creation” (Weinstone 140). 
 
14 This determination is indebted to Anne Caron’s Eros: The Bittersweet. 
 
15 Fraleigh’s description of the butoh-ka’s movement through/as others is unquestionably 
similar to Shantananda’s description of the experience of Conciousness’ differentiation: “So 
within her own being, Citi becomes—this is a very significant word, becomes—animals, birds, germs, 
insects, gods, demons, men, and women. Thus, Consciousness is projecting all of these forms out of 
her own depth. Out of that which is pure and formless come all the forms of the universe. I 
could see this radiance of Consciousness, resplendent and utterly below me—in short, everywhere. This 
silent pulsing is spanda, the pulsation so slight that it is said to be self-contained. It is that 
very spanda that decides, as an act of free will, to expand and move forward, so to speak, into 
creation” (Shantananda 60). 
 
16 “I am That” (hamsa) or “That I Am” (so’ ham) is a Tantric meditation/mantra for practicing 
the recognition of the other as the self, introduced in the Vijnana Bhairava and explicated at 
length by Swami Muktananda. 
 
17 This butoh-fu was taken from Sondra Fraleigh’s Dancing Into Darkness: Butoh, Zen, and Japan. 
In an essay entitled “Beginner’s Body: Yoko Ashikawa’s Class in Tokyo,” Fraleigh describes 
a workshop with Yoko Ashikawa. “Ashikawa became the third founder of butoh [in addition 
to Hijikata and Ohno] through her work with Hijikata beginning in 1966. Exploring the 
watery soma of infancy and bodily discovery, she flowed through Hijikata’s word imagery in 
poetic streams, pouring her body through Hijikata’s profuse kinesthetic images – his butoh-
fu” (Fraleigh and Tamah 9). It was my intention to make Ashikawa a more central focus of 
this paper, however, the lack of existing scholarship made this impossible. However, it is 
with a sense of feminist recuperation that I end my discussion of Butoh with Ashikawa’s 
words, her Butoh. 
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