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THIS REMARKABLE BOOK resists categorisation in its overflow of thought provoking ideas. Its 
breadth precludes any label yet it is a disciplined analysis of whatever throws light on an 
extraordinary life from an intellectual and spiritual perspective. This includes Tibetan 
Buddhism, specifically as a close student-disciple of Sogyal Rinpoche and a growing 
disenchantment with the knowledge systems of the West. That philosophical and economic 
critique provides fertile ground for the awakening to an appreciation of Indigenous wisdom 
and ways of knowing and the urgent need for sustainability through regenerative living.  
 

There is a mysteriousness in the title, which invites us into this passionately lived life. Just 
as no one subject can describe this book, neither can the memoir form adequately contain it. 
Certainly seventy-five years are vividly evoked from the confines of a Queensland childhood 
to the expansiveness of Tibet and China by way of Papua New Guinea and the Trobriand 
Islands. No one culture has been sufficient for this anthropologically enquiring writer.  

Barbara Lepani’s intellectual curiosity spills over into her personal relationships, which 
are, more often than not, cross-cultural. These involve geographical adventures where the 
writer’s heightened sense of place is graphically conveyed. All memoirs involve 
recollection—an engagement with the past. Unusually, this work is marked by an unfolding, 
future directed impetus. Polemics and poetic insights are boldly juxtaposed. There is a 
chafing at economic and societal orthodoxies and a yearning for a deeper sense of belonging 
of the mystical kind found in the interconnectedness that characterises Indigenous culture. 

The title alerts us to the allure of a new consciousness. While this is an intensely personal 
quest, it is positioned so firmly within its persuasive critical exposure of the flawed 
structures of the material world that it takes on a universal appeal. The interweaving of 
cogent argument and felt experience is masterful. There is no doubt that in this distillation 
of one woman’s getting of wisdom there is an urgent invitation to the reader. The Call of the 
Dakini is an important, multi-layered book in which the case for regenerative living is 
compellingly demonstrated. 
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Introduction  

	
Khandro Yeshe Tsogyal 
Fearless Lady of Lotus Light 
Hear my plight 
Fill my heart with your blessings 
Opening it into the vast expanse. 

 

I WAS ALMOST forty years of age when in 1985 I first encountered the idea of the ‘dakini’ 
through the life story of the eighth century Tibetan tantric yogi and spiritual adept, Khandro 
Yeshe Tsogyal.i She is regarded as the supreme human embodiment of the dakini principle, 
of which the outward expression is the dance of the elements, and which is frequently 
represented in a dancing female form, her right leg tucked against her vulva. ‘Her’ inner 
‘secret’ expression is the realisation of limitless dynamic awareness. At the time when the 
Tibetan Empire controlled large areas of Central Asia, Yeshe Tsogyal abandoned her life as 
one of King Trisong Detsen’s queens to become a spiritual disciple and consort of the great 
tantric mystic, Padmasambhava.  

A foundational figure in the establishment of Vajrayana Buddhism in Tibet during the 
eighth and ninth centuries, Padmasambhava is known as Guru Rinpoche, precious teacher. 
Legend has it that the dakinis sang Guru Rinpoche into being on a lotus flower on Lake 
Dhanakosha in Oddiyana, a small kingdom thought to be in the Swat Valley of Pakistan, on 
the ancient Silk Road to China along which the Buddhist teachings travelled from India to 
China, Korea and Japan.  

It would take me many more years of immersion in the teachings and meditation 
practices of the Vajrayana before I began to recognise that the voice of my inner yearnings 
and awakening had been the dakini calling to me throughout my life. What also enthralled 
me about the idea of the dakini was that although it is expressed symbolically in a female 
form, it is utterly beyond gender—available to both men and women alike. It thoroughly 
embraces the ‘feminine’ but is not limited by gender-based biological or cultural 
essentialism. During a three-year closed retreat in France between 2006 and 2009, as I sat 
down to write a poem in honour of this recognition, I wrote these words to the ancient voice 
of the dakini that had guided me on my spiritual path: 

At crucial times you, Mother Tsogyal, appeared again and again 
To guide me and nourish me when I faltered on the Path. 

You called to me long before I recognised your voice. 
Looking back I see your hidden hand in my yearning quest for meaning, 
My troubled youth, the disappointments and adventures, 
The dreams and visions that awoke my inner nature. 
Until finally I found you, the precious voice of the dharma, 
Reverberating from Oddiyana and Tibet into the chaos of the modern world. 
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This memoir is the story of how my yearning quest for meaning and rebellion against an 
intellectually impoverished Queensland childhood, led me to an early teaching career and 
university, and a journey to China during the infamous Cultural Revolution. From there it led 
me to a life as a student radical in the Sydney Push and University of New South Wales 
(UNSW), where I met and married a handsome young man from the Trobriand Islands of 
Papua New Guinea (PNG). And so found myself living across the colonial divide as PNG 
transitioned from being a colony of Australia to self-government and then independence in 
the 1970s.  

After returning to live in Australia, I was struck by the plight of Australia’s First Nations 
people. Australia never claimed PNG for itself; its people were never removed from their 
land, their children never forcibly taken, nor their languages suppressed. With this 
realisation, I developed a growing awareness of the challenge that my fellow Australians of 
Anglo-European heritage, who comprise fully 76 per cent of Australia’s population, face in 
reconciling with our own colonial history. The brutal treatment of Australia’s Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people, and the almost complete denial of their cultural legitimacy and 
vast knowledge about this land—a history of physical and epistemic violence—stalks our 
collective memory and deliberate attempts at forgetting, in the ‘Great Australian Silence’.  

The Canadian cultural ecologist, Dave Abrams, has suggested that because relationship 
with Country is the very matrix of meaning for Australia’s First Nations people, forced 
removal from County is to dislodge people from the ground of coherence, to force them ‘out 
of their minds’. The legacy of this intergenerational and epigenetic trauma is all around us. 

Modern Australia is yet to come to terms with the impact of its colonisation of First 
Nations peoples. This can be seen in the clumsy political response to the 2017 Uluru 
Statement from the Heart, with its call for ‘Voice, Treaty, Truth’: a First Nations Voice to 
Parliament to be enshrined in the Australian Constitution, a Makarrata Commission to 
supervise a process of agreement-making between governments and First Nations, and 
truth-telling about our history. As Australia’s First Nations’ peoples remind us, the legal 
colonial fiction of terra nullius (unoccupied land) meant their sovereignty was never ceded 
to the colonialists.  

“Our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander tribes were the first sovereign Nations of the 
Australian continent and its adjacent islands, and possessed it under our own laws and 
customs… In 1967 we were counted, in 2017 we seek to be heard. We leave base camp and 
start our trek across this vast country. We invite you to walk with us in a movement of the 
Australian people for a better future.”   

However, although I crossed the colonial and racial divide in my early twenties, it wasn’t 
until I encountered the Vajrayana teachings of Tibet that I began to understand that this 
challenge of reconciliation with our colonial history is not just about racism, appalling 
injustice and socio-economic disadvantage. It goes even deeper. It requires us to recognise 
that the cultures of our First Nations peoples embody a knowledge system that is profoundly 
different from that of the British cultural heritage, the inheritance of Western Civilisation.  

The laws and institutions of this inheritance have been shaped by the historicism of the 
Abrahamic religions of the book (Judaism, Christianity and Islam) and the mechanistic 
thinking of the Scientific Revolution of Newtonian physics, followed by the Industrial 
Revolution and its fundamental re-shaping of human society. These ways of thinking 
underpinned the age of European Imperialism with all its hubris of racial and cultural 
superiority and aggressive mercantilism, the precursors of today’s ideology of ‘economism’, 
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the fixation on economic growth as the purpose of society, and of tech-fix utilitarianism to 
deliver it.   

It is an inheritance that until very recently has been deaf and blind to the deeper laws of 
systems ecology that underpin life on Earth. Australia’s First Nations’ knowledge system is 
steeped in this ancient Law/Lore—a multi-layered ecological and spiritual understanding in a 
culture that dates back more than 65,000 years well into the last ice age. It is the oldest 
living culture in the world. Its knowledge system has been held in trust by a lineage of Elders 
across millennia, encoded in the songlines that crisscross Australia, and recorded in mytho-
poetic story telling of what we have glossed inadequately in the English language as ‘The 
Dreaming’.  

This nomenclature is but a vain attempt to capture a worldview that the Yolnu Gay’Wu 
group of women elders of North East Arnhem Land tell us is “an enchanted, mysterious, 
beautiful lightness of becoming, which is often within grasp, yet always alludes.” They also 
challenge the linear idea of songlines, a term coined by the British writer, Bruce Chatwin, but 
which they assert should be understood more correctly as songspirals—spiralling in and out, 
infinitely connecting and remaking Country: people, all beings and plants, land, water and 
sky. The multiple layers of meaning or songspirals are invoked through milkarri, the ancient 
singing/keening of women’s wisdom knowledge that is balanced and entwined with men’s 
knowledge and their own songspirals. These women Elders insist that the correct way of 
understanding life is the idea of ‘co-becoming’.  

‘Co-becoming involves the shared, ongoing emergence of active, sentient, dynamic, more-
than-human beings with nonhumans and place active partners that are able to shape and 
influence communication. They tell us that the land calls to us with its own voice: we have 
but to learn how to listen.’ ii 

The dakini is known in spiritual terms as the ‘great disruptor’, challenging our habitual 
patterns of thought and action. I have increasingly come to realise that the dakini, whatever 
name we give ‘her’, has not only been calling to me throughout my life. ‘She’ has been 
calling to all of us trapped in the dualistic, mechanistic thinking of our European cultural 
heritage, which sees the world in binary terms: male versus female, mind versus 
matter/body, religion versus science, economy versus society, reason versus emotion. The 
list goes on.  

This binary thinking hinders our ability to think holistically, in tune with the actual nature 
of our world: a world of complex interconnected systems, a world of ‘black swan’ events and 
wicked problems that defeat our historically embedded mechanistic and linear ways of 
thinking and seeing the world. The very grammar of our language has us see the world in 
terms of reified ‘things’ instead of dynamic fluid processes. 

In addition to the small insights I gained from my marital journey into PNG across the 
racial and colonial divide, my journey into the world of the Vajrayana of Tibetan Buddhism 
has given me the means, through its experiential practices and knowledge system, to step 
outside the culturally dominant Western worldview and its knowledge system. Too often the 
modern Western Anglo-European preoccupation with fact-finding blinds us to other ways of 
knowing. Too easily we mistake the menu for the meal and fail to actually taste its many 
flavours and textures, digesting it into our inner being. We remain somehow trapped in text, 
the grammar of prose, and lose the liminal elusive flow of experiential knowing, fragments 
of which survive in some forms of popular culture, religious rituals and the more esoteric 
world of the Arts. 
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Without deep exposure to other ways of thinking, it is difficult for most of us of Anglo-
European heritage to stand outside the all-encompassing knowledge system of Western 
Civilisation, particularly its Anglo-American version that has achieved such a global 
hegemonic status. It has shaped the international system of university education and 
research as the engines of knowledge production and cultural legitimation, just as the 
economic system of capitalism has shaped the global economy—whether it is free 
enterprise capitalism morphing into contemporary oligarchic techno capitalism, or 
communism morphing into ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’.  

It is an extraordinarily powerful knowledge system. In its celebration of individualism, 
aggrandisement and competition, it continues to privilege nature as a resource for humans 
to exploit and plunder. Caught up in what I call ‘technological entrancement’, it continues to 
push the boundaries of scientific knowledge and their application into a rich variety of new 
technologies that have transformative and often unintended economic and social impacts 
let loose upon the world.  

I encountered Tibet’s Vajrayana Buddhism when I was undertaking a Master’s degree in 
Science and Technology Studies at the University of Wollongong, through which I gained 
some knowledge of the history of the science and philosophy that has shaped my western 
cultural lens. I was also fortunate in meeting Sogyal Rinpoche, a Tibetan Buddhist teacher 
who had not only mastered the English language, but who had studied comparative religion 
at Cambridge University, and who could parse and analyse the points of difference and 
convergence between his Buddhist knowledge system, and that of the West’s.  

My long term friend, the anthropologist Inge Riebe with whom I have shared my journeys 
into PNG, Tibetan Buddhism and Aboriginal Australia, says that to step outside the 
hegemonic influence of the West, we have to crack three knowledge codes: ontology, 
epistemology and axiology—our ideas about the nature of being, the knowledge systems we 
create based on this ontology, and the values systems that rest on this. It is my journey into 
Vajrayana Buddhism that has helped me crack this code and it was my work with the 
Aboriginal elder, Tjilpi Bob Randall, who helped me see its connections with his Aboriginal 
ways of knowing that are common across First Nations cultures. 

The idea of the dakini and my Buddhist practice carries ways of meaning-making that 
have opened my sensibility to what I call mytho-poetic ways of knowing—a world of 
embedded metaphor in deities, landscape and the elements. When Indian Tantric Buddhism 
was brought into Tibet, it arrived in a pre-industrial culture, a world of mountain gods and 
strong spiritual forces in the earth and waterways embedded in beliefs and cultural 
practices. We also find this mytho-poetic ways of knowing in the knowledge systems of 
Australia’s First Nations people, with the powerful mythic foundational role of the Rainbow 
Serpent, which appears in many different forms in different parts of Australia.  

We see this in the activities of the Ancestral Beings who shaped the landscape and are yet 
ever present, called into being through song and ceremony; in the totemic relationships by 
which people know their intimate relationship with other lifeforms; and of the way in which 
the potency and fertility of the land must be continuously sung into being by those with this 
responsibility. It is what has made dispossession from traditional lands a source of such 
psychic trauma for First Nations people.   

Closing the Gap between Non-Indigenous and First Nations Australians cannot be only 
about measuring the wellbeing of our First Nations people through the socio-economic 
indices of the dominant Western cultural and knowledge system. This becomes particularly 
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apparent when we confront the consequences of this Western knowledge system: the 
incontrovertible impacts of global warming and environmental degradation, of pandemics 
and the myriad issues affecting human wellbeing. It is forcing us to re-learn the ancient 
truths of interdependence. We are learning that despite the triumph of individualism that is 
the hallmark of modern Western civilisation, human beings are intrinsically social animals 
who thrive in community, not individual isolation.  

The world is awash with hegemonic anxiety giving rise to increasing religious 
fundamentalism, ethnic nationalism and geo-political tensions. The dakini is now calling to 
the world. We can hear ‘her’ voice as the First Nations peoples of the world call on us to re-
examine our relationship with nature and one another; to recover the ancient truths kept 
alive in their knowledge systems. They are calling on us to open our hearts and minds to 
celebrate other ways of knowing. The Aboriginal Elders of Northern Australia have 
frequently called for a ‘Two Way’ approach. As the Kimberley artist, Hectar Chundaloo is 
recorded as saying, “If gardiya (white people) and blackfella got together they might be 
learning one another, teaching one another.” This is the great project that still awaits 
Australia.  

In my old age I have come back to the country of my birth, an ancient eroded plateau of 
red cliffs and plunging waterfalls that form the Blue Mountains World Heritage Area.  From 
my little weatherboard cottage in Katoomba, built in 1902, I look down Kedumba Creek over 
the cliff edge where it forms Katoomba Falls, flowing on through the Jamison Valley into 
Lake Burragorang. This ancient gathering place of the Gundungurra people now forms the 
Warragamba Dam, the major source of fresh water for Sydney’s growing five million people.  

As I gaze down the valley from my home, to my right I see the edge of Narrow Neck 
Ridge. During the catastrophic Black Summer bushfires of 2019-2020, I could see flames 
leaping into the sky as a fire burnt up to this ridge. Another fifty kilometres away on the 
northern side of the Blue Mountains National Park, the Gosper mega fire burned through 
378,000 hectares, scorching the earth and all that lay before it—all the creatures and plants 
that call this their home, as well as the houses and buildings of human settlements.   

This last summer of 2020-2021 it has been wet and everywhere the scorched earth is 
coming back to life, a welcome respite from an emerging future of rising temperatures and 
more intense fires that we know lies ahead of us, as the voices of First Nations people calls 
for modern Australia to adopt their ancient practices of continual cultural burning of land, of 
‘cool’ fires that prevent major fires developing, replacing the current practice of emergency 
bushfire management that proved so inadequate in our last ‘black summer’. With the rains 
has come widespread flooding all across NSW and Queensland, including from the rivers that 
flow from the Blue Mountains. There is no escaping the interdependence of things, as rising 
temperatures and environmental changes in our lands and oceans trigger more volatile 
weather events—droughts, floods, cyclones and more. 

As I face the reality of approaching death in my old age, living here surrounded by the 
Blue Mountains World Heritage area of protected wilderness and ancient eroded cliff faces, I 
feel surrounded by the spirit of the dakini and ‘her’ call to me so many years ago—to learn 
how to dance with the flow of life and all the curved balls it might throw at me. Above all I 
hear her call echoed in the rise of the voices of First Nations peoples calling us to embrace 
the logic of their ancient knowledge system. Just a few years ago, Aunty Carol, one of the 
local Gundungurra-Darug Elders, took one of my Buddhist teachers, Wangdrak Rinpoche 
from Nangchen in Tibet, who has a group of students here in the Blue Mountains, to a 
sacred place on the nearby Narrow Neck Ridge. While there he experienced a rainbow 
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circling a distinct rock formation that he recognised as a manifestation of the Buddhist 
female deity, Vajravarahi.  

As this is special to my own personal practice, to have this in the landscape just a short 
distance from where I live in Katoomba filled me with the strong sense that living here, in 
this place, I am in the sacred embrace of the dakinis. This particular rock formation may also 
be part of the famous Seven Sisters songline that stretches right across Australia, 
manifesting here in rock. It is knowledge held by the Gundungurra Elders of this place, but 
kept secret for fear of desecration. For the 2017-2018 exhibition of the Seven Sisters 
Songline, held at National Museum Australia, Ngalangka Nola Taylor with Kumpaya Girgirba 
explained: 

The Seven Sisters Songline is not just one songline—they travelled all around Australia.  
And even other people overseas know the Seven Sisters story in their own way (the 
Pleiades Constellation), so it’s a special story.  It’s not only happening here in Australia but 
it happened everywhere else.iii 

This memoir is written with the aspiration that non-Indigenous Australians, particularly 
the ‘whitefellas’ of my Anglo-European heritage, will begin to respond to the new story that 
is rising from the land through the work of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Elders, 
intellectuals and creatives—the film makers, the artists, the songwriters and musicians, the 
playwrights and performing artists, the dancers, the writers and poets.  

We can all take courage from their works and defiant humour. With seeming great 
insouciance, ‘Cooked,’ a recent animated film by First Nations’ filmmakers at Hackett Studios 
takes us on a journey into our history: “In 2020, the ghost of Captain Cook awakens. He re-
unites with Mahnra, an Indigenous woman's spirit trapped inside the body of a goat. They 
travel across Australia in search of a cure for a mysterious 250-year old curse, and discover 
that culture cures the curse”.  

This is the psychic curse of internalised colonialism: what the Aboriginal activist and 
educator, Wiradjuri/Wolgalu man, Jo Williams, calls ‘the enemy within’. We Anglo-
Europeans can also learn this lesson, for we have internalised the ‘curse’ of the cultural 
arrogance of our Western knowledge system and its legacy of objectification. The call of the 
dakini is asking us to open our hearts and minds to the deep ways of knowing encoded in 
First Nations cultures, along with other wisdom traditions, which might cure our own curse. 

	
	

i Changchub Gyalwa & Nyingpo, Namkhai (2002) Lady of the Lotus-Born: The Life and Enlightenment 
of Yeshe Tsogyal, translated by the Padmakara Translation Group, Shambala  
ii Gay’Wu Group of Women (2019), Songspirals: Sharing women’s wisdom of Country through 
songlines, Allen & Unwin  
iii Quoted in the exhibition catalogue produced by National Museum Australia for ‘Songlines: Tracking 
the Seven Sisters’, held in Canberra September 2017 to February 2018. 


