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Conversion or Initiation? On the Removal of the 

Sectarian Marks (lingoddhara) in Saiva Siddhanta

The removal of the sectarian marks (lirigoddhara)

The removal of the sectarian characteristics or marks (lingoddhara) that I propose to 

analyze in the context of initiation is taught in the eleventh century ritual manual of 

Somasambhu immediately after the prescriptions for the different kinds of initiations 

(samaya- and nirvanadiksa) and consecrations (acarya- and sadhakabhiseka).' It forms 

part of a section on the liberation or abandonment of vows (vratamukti, vratasamtydga). 

This passage starts with prescriptions for Saiva Siddhantins who wish to remove a tem­

porary vow of celibacy (brahmacarya). At the end of this rite the teacher pronounces 

the wish that his pupil should get married.2 The subsequent section is meant for others, 

i.e. Non-Saivas bound by vows of their respective religious traditions.3 The removal of 

the sectarian marks is performed by the acarya of the tradition but it is made clear that 

he is acting in Siva's place. Divine presence is postulated and the agency is with Siva, 

since he is present in the acarya's body (acaryamurtistka). In an attempt of hierarchisa- 

tion each soul that undergoes lingoddhara will be ascribed a level corresponding to a 

specific tattva chosen from the series of altogether 36 tattvas corresponding to its previ­

ous religious affiliation. The removal of the sectarian marks aims to destroy the link to 

this tattva and all merit related to this respective level. The soul thus looses all its exist­

ing characteristics and has to start its path of liberation from the very beginning, i.e. 

from the lowest tattva Earth and the stage of a householder (grhastha). The compounds 

"lihga-uddhara" or "vrata-samuddhara"4 are thus directly linked to this notion of the 

removal of sectarian marks as well as to the removal of all signs of the previous sectari-

1 My presentation is largely based on Helene Brunner's edition of the Somasambhupaddhati (SSPdh, 

1963-98). In SSPdh 3 (p. 1-565) the rituals are given in the following sequence: section 1) 

samayadiksd, 2) visesasamayadiksd, 3) nirvanadiksa, 4) tritattvadiksa, 5) ekatattvadiksd, 6) acaryd- 

bhiseka, 7) sadhakabkiseka, 8) astrabhiseka and 9) vratoddhdra.

2 anurupam kulinam ca parinesyasi kanyakam SSPdh 3: p. 547.

3 saivanam vratasamtyagah samksepeneti darsitah | anyesam vratayuktanam prasangat so 'bhi- 

dhiyate [SSPdh 3: p. 547-51.

4 This is the term used at the end of this section: iti vratasamuddharo racitah somasambhund (SSPdh 

3: p. 565). Helene Brunner translates vrata-/linga-uddhdra with "eradication d'une observance/du 

signe caracteristique" (SSPdh 3: p. 550, n. 14) and vratasamuddhdra with "extraction du vrata” 

(SSPdh 3: p. 564). A rite called diksoddhdra is performed for diksitas who are sivabhaktivibhinna; 

according to Brunner a "rite capable de defaire une diksa sivaite, soit que celle-ci ait etc donnee 

dans des conditions irregulieres, soit que 1'initie s'avere indigne de son elevation ..." (SSPdh 3: p. 

564, n. 52).
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an affiliation (vratangas). This is a prerequisite for the transformation of the convert's 

soul.

Who are now the followers of other religious traditions mentioned in the Soma- 

sambhupaddhati? In two verses we find six religious groups enumerated, each one allo­

cated to a specific tattva:

buddkitattve sthitd bauddha jainas tu gunamastake| 

vedantajnas tu tadyonau puruse bhagavanmukhdh \\ 7|| 

pasupatas tu mdydydm vidyayam tu mahdvratdh| 

bauddhadilinginam esam muktisthdndny anukramdt |I 8|15

The Buddhists reside in the tattva "intellect" (buddhi), the Jainas are at the top of 

the tattva guna, the knowers of the Vedanta in its origin [i.e. the tattva "nature" 

(prakrti)], those, who turn their faces to Bhagavan [i.e. Visnu], in the [tattva] 

soul, the Pasupatas in the [tattva] "matter" (mdyd), the Mahavratas in the [tattva] 

knowledge. These are in the sequence of their respective places of liberation the 

bearer of characteristics (lingin) starting with the Buddhists.

It is remarkable that the Buddhists and Jainas although on the two lowest levels (see 

Table 1) are not dealt with in a different way than the other mentioned Vaisnava and 

Saiva groups that have been later labelled as being part of the "Hindu" religions.6 The 

following are among these four groups: 1) The term "knowers of the Vedanta" does of 

course refer to the well-known orthodox system of monistic Indian philosophy. It is 

most likely that this refers to the tradition founded in the 8th century by Samkara. 2) 

Those who turn their face to Bhagavan are the followers of Visnu, here without any 

specific hints for a specific affiliation within this group. The Pasupatas and the Maha­

vratas form part of the sphere of the religious traditions of Saivism. They are sorted 

hierarchically above the other religious groups. The Pasupatas (3) and the Mahavratas 

(4) pertain to the "outer path" (atimarga) that is meant for celibate ascetics aiming for 

liberation. In the case of the Pasupatas this path transcends the traditional Brahmanical 

system of the four stages of life (atydsramavrata). The Mahavratas do adhere to antino- 

mian practices. The Saiva Siddhanta does not form part of this "outer path" but follows 

the path of the mantras (mantramdrga) instead and is opposed to mentioned heterodox 

practices. The mantramdrga is accessible for married householders and ascetics alike, 

the ascetics aiming primarily for extraordinary powers (bubhuksu), the householders 

and the lay followers for liberation (mumuksu).

The quoted verses do sort the soteriological quality of rival religious traditions in a 

hierarchical order corresponding to the sequence of the 36 tattvas. The followers of the

5 SSPdh 3, p. 553.

6 The passage under discussion has been already dealt with in the context of definitions or decon­

structions of the term "Hinduism" in pre-modern and modern India. See von Stietencron (1995) 

and Michaels (2004: 15-21). In this context Michaels states that "the individual cults, sects, philo­

sophies, and theistic systems are not different religions-—as von Stietencron portrayed them—but 

rather cognitive systems of socioreligious institutions" (ibid.: 19).
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six mentioned groups do reach the worlds of the Saiva cosmos linked to "their" respec­

tive tattva and are thus excluded from the path leading via the highest tattva to libera­

tion. Polemical passages that do deal with rival religious traditions can be found in non­

ritual contexts as well. It can be noted that the Buddhists and Jainas are consistently 

linked to the tattvas buddhi and guna respectively whereas the number of the Saiva und 

Vaisnava systems varies. In some cases the classical philosophical systems like Sarn- 

khya or Yoga are included.7
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Correlation to the 36 tattvasSix groups with sectarian marks (lingin)

Siva; Sakti; Sadasiva; Isvara 

suddhavidyd 

mdyd 

five kahcukas

purusa

prakrti

guna

buddhi

1-4

5

6

7-11

12

13a

13b

14

15-16 ahamkdra; manas

17-21 five jhanendriyas

22-26 five karmendriyas

27-31 five tanmatras

32-36 five bhutas

Mahavrata 

Pasupata

Bhagavata 

Vedantin 

Jaina 

Buddhist

Table 1: The six religious groups and their respective placement in the sequence of the 36 tattvas

The prescribed sequence of acts to be performed during the lingoddhara is believed to 

be a means to transform the souls of the adepts and destroy all the qualities and charac­

teristics that pertain to their previous level. Three basic activities form part of the ritual 

performance. 1) The convert has to fast for a period lasting from three to five days. 2) 

Through an expiatory rite with an elaborate recitation of mantras the convert is puri­

fied. 3) Then follows the removal of the sectarian marks: during this process all the me­

rit acquired so far has to be destroyed and all inner and outer qualities of the soul have 

to be removed. The soul has to be reinstated into its status prior to becoming a member 

of the mentioned religious traditions.

The characteristic of the Buddhists is the tattva intellect and the corresponding cos­

mological elements. That of the Jainas is the tattva quality and so forth. The process of 

the removal of the marks is similar for every convert, specific is the respective tattva. 

In the case of a Buddhist the dedrya starts with a veneration of Siva by placing Siva's 

soul in his own body and becoming Siva (sivikarana). Then he recites the names of the

7 For parallel passages see SSPdh 3, p. 553-5.
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22 tattvas starting with the tattva intellect and ending with tattva earth. Having poured 

these tattvas in the sacrificial fire he venerates them by reciting the names of all the 22 

tattvas. Now the ritual specialist unites the soul of the Buddhist with his own soul, ac­

companied by specific mudras and mantras. With the mantra of the sword ending with 

"phat”, all the gained merit of the (former) Buddhist's soul is destroyed. With the five- 

syllabled root mantra of the tradition (namah sivaya) each of the tattvas is separated 

from the soul. Finally the soul is re-united with its previous caste (purvajati) and its 

prescribed behaviour. The signs of the religious affiliation (vratangas) are dismissed 

into flowing water (visarjana). The soul that once was a "Buddhist" is now reinvested 

into its original condition. In case the acting dedrya is full of compassion (anukampa) 

towards his disciple, he is now as a househoulder entitled to undergo the various types 

of initiations (samaya- and nirvanadiksa) into Saiva Siddhanta as described above.8 On­

ly then the convert is allowed to enter into the pavilion, the outsider is allowed inside in 

order to receive the previously described initiation into the tradition of the Saiva 

Siddhanta. But it is important to note, that the outsider does never become a complete 

insider, since he is excluded from receiving consecration as a Saiva dedrya. As Srilata 

Raman has rightly stated "his status as a convert (punarbku) makes him forever inferior 

in the Saiva hierarchy" (2007: 284). To sum up, the described process that leads to a 

conversion is therefore necessarily two-fold: the purification and removal of a previous 

vow (linga- or vratoddhara) has to be followed by the initiation (diksa) into the tradi­

tion. I will therefore describe the basic elements of the Saiva initiation in the following 

section.

Initiation - the samaya- and nirvanadiksa

The Saiva diksa —called by Surdam "the central ritual act in the life of a Saiva- 

siddhantin" (1984: Ixviii)—generally consists of two distinct levels, the initiation into 

the rules (samayadiksa) and the initiation to liberation (nirvanadiksa). The initiation in­

to the rules (samayadiksa) is on the level of the manuals generally split into two sec­

tions called general initiation into the rules (samanya-samayadiksa) and special initia-

8 trirdtram pancardtram vd linginam upavdsindm | prayascittavisuddhanam sthitanam mandapad 

bahih | 9|sampujya pasubhartdram vistarena yathd purd | amisdry desikah kurydl lihgoddhdra- 

vidhim yathd | 10 buddhyadibhumipanantatattvavratam vibhdvasau | upasthdpya svasamjhabhir 

ekaikam vd prapujayet | 11 | bahisthanam athaitesam nadisandhanapurvakam | krtvd tadanavislesav 

dkarsam svatmani sthitam | 12 | svdhdntena ca mulena tadyogam jatavedasi | istadevdreandpunya- 

phaladhvarnsdya homayet | 13 | sastrasydstau sahasrani linginam linginam prati | pahca pahca ca 

mulena pratitattvavimuktaye | 14 | buddhyddibhyo dharantebhyah samuddhrtya niyojayet | purva- 

jdtau taddedre tadyogasthitaye punah | 15 | purnantam mulamantrena yajed astottaram satam | tad- 

vat toye vratdhgdni ksiptvd kurydt grhasthitdn | 16 | ... tato vastrayugam datvd garhasthye vini- 

yojayet | tesam kurvita vd diksam bhaktdndm anukampayd | 23 | visrjya sthandilesdgnT vidhind 

sodhayed bhuvam |iti vratasamuddhdro racitah somasambhund | 24. (SSPdh 3, p. 555-65). Verses 

18 to 22 (SSPdh 3, p. 559-63) do refer to an alternative method probably linked to the rite of 

vratoddhara and are therefore not relevant for the present context (see SSPdh 3, p. 560, n. 39).
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tion (visesadiksa) or special initiation into the rules (visesa-samayadiksd). On this first 

stage of initiation the devotee becomes a member of the Saiva community, receives a 

new name, attains the right to perform the daily worship of Siva and the fire ritual. This 

initiation ends with the enumeration of the rules (samaya) as a code of conduct and the 

handing over to the samayin of the signs of the vow (vratanga).9 The nirvanadiksa in­

tends to cut away the bonds of the disciple's soul and its basic aim is the unification of 

the disciple's individual soul called pasu, anu or dtman with the soul of Siva.10 After 

having temporarily reached the place of Siva's soul, the soul of the diksita is led back 

by the dedrya into its body. The adept has now become Siva's son, a putraka and has 

thus attained a status where he can be certain that he will not be reborn after his death.11 

In addition to this promised liberation he has attained the right to obtain an ordination 

or consecration (abhiseka) as dedrya or sadhaka, but only if he is selected by his dedrya 

for either of the two positions.12 The methods of performing the nirvana-diksa vary ac­

cording to the category of elements that are purified during the initiation. Among the 

means of initiation are the nine tattvas (navatattvadiksa) or 36 tattvas (tattva-diksa), the 

worlds (bhuvana-diksa), the six adhvans (sadadhvadiksa) or the five kalds (kald- 

diksa)."

The complex nirvanadiksa is to be performed during two successive days (atirdtra). 

The first day serves for the preparation (adhivdsana) of the initiation that takes place 

only on the second day. The complexity of the whole ritual is partially due to a "modu­

lar" structure: the prescribed ritual sequence is accompanied by numerous rites neces­

sary for the preparation of the disciple, the dedrya and the creation of the presence of 

divine beings. Complex elements of the initiation are sometimes prescribed without a 

detailed explanation of the actual sequence of rites. This has to be studied in preceding 

or succeeding passages of the paddhati, thus for example the daily ritual (nitya- 

karman)14 performed in the morning of the second day, the installation of the diksita" 

or the adoration of Siva, Agni and other gods are prescribed but not explained in the 

section on nirvanadiksa. The phases of the nirvanadiksa have been summarized in

9 Five items are mentioned as insignia of the observance: vratdhgdnijatabhasmadandakaupinasarn- 

yamdn SSPdh 3: p. 149. The meaning of samyama is not totally clear, Brunner suggests to think of 

an "objet materiel" instead of "controle des sens". As fifth element the yajhopavita, aksasutra or 

kamandalu are named in parallel passages (SSPh 3: p. 153, n. 61).

10 See for a general definition of diksa: malamayadipasdndm vislesah kriyate yayd \jhdnam ca janyate 

sisye sd diksety abhidhiyate (SSPdh 3: p. 3).

11 For the concept of "instant liberation" (sadyonirvanadiksa) see SSPdh 3: p. 10, n.16.

12 See Brunner (1975) for a closer examination of the categories putraka and sadhaka. The two terms 

diksa and abhiseka are usually used for the different categories "initiation" and "consecration, ordi­

nation" respectively. See Surdam (1984: xc-xciv) on the evolution of the diksa. In the current prac­

tice in South India the nirvanadiksa "is hardly ever performed as an independent rite" (1984: xciv) 

but as a prerequisite linked with the dedrydbhiseka.

13 See Matahgapdramesvardgama, kriyapada, ch. 7 for a description of the bhuvanadiksa, ch. 8 for 

tattvadiksa and ch. 9 for navatattvapithadiksd.

14 See Table 2, 2.3 and the detailed description in SSPdh 1: p. 3-67.

15 See Table 2, 2.5 and the description in SSPdh 3: p. 2-110 (samayadiksa).
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Table 2, split into two sections with seven steps for the preparatory day and eleven 

steps for the day of the main ritual.16

Stages of the ritual Sequence of rites

1. First day: Preparatory rites 

(adhivasana) for the initiation

1.1 "Activation" of the mantras (mantradipana)

1.2 Preparation of the "cord of the bonds" (pasasutra)

1.3 Consumption of the five cow products (pahcagavya) and 

sacrifical rice (caruka)

1.4 Tooth-brushing (dantadhdvana) and dropping of the 

stick (dantakastha)

1.5 Worship of Sthandilesa, Canda, Agni, the pot (kalasa) 

and the Guardians of the World (Lokapalas)

1.6 Purification of the pavilion (mandapa) and entrance

1.7 Sleep of disciple and dedrya

2.1 Morning bath

2.2 Examination of the disciple's dreams, expiation for 

inauspicious dreams

2.3 Daily ritual outside and inside the pavilion

2.4 Preparatory rites performed by the dedrya inside the pa­

vilion (nityakarman, worship of Siva and Agni, nourish­

ing (tarpana) and activation of the mantras etc.)

2.5 Entrance and installation of the disciple

2.6 Purification of the 5 kalds (kaldsuddhi) and visualization 

of all the elements

2.7 Successive joining of each kald with pasasutra

2.8 Cutting of the tuft (sikhd)

2.9 Unification of the disciple's soul with Siva's soul 

(yojanikd)

2.10 Reinstallation of the disciple's soul in his body

2.11 Veneration of Siva and disciple, bath of the disciple 

(now called putraka)

2. Second day: The liberating 

initiation

Table 2: The sequence of the nirvanadiksa according to the Somasambhupaddhati

I would now like to give an exemplary description of the sequential purification of the 

five kalds (kaldsuddhi) and the function of the cord of bonds as a substitute of the disci­

ple's body (pratikaya) during the most crucial phase of the main ritual." The cleaning 

of the five kalds and the successive joining of each kald with the cord of bonds form the 

most original, significant and elaborate part of the whole liberating initiation. The disci­

ple's self is now being prepared for the final act, the unification with Siva's soul that is

16 Jun Takashima gives in his article on diksa in the Tantrdloka a list with "the program of diksa ritu­

als" and states correctly that the diksa of the Somasambhupaddhati "is not so different from the or­

dinary diksa of the Tantrdloka at least on the level what is done (though not its interpretation)" 
(1992: 47)'.

17 Besides this kaladiksa, the nirvanadiksa in the form of a purification of the 5 kalds, Somasambhu 

teaches a tri- and ekatattvadiksd (SSPdh 3: p. 427-54).
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called yojanika. But before this unification is made possible all factors that bind his 

soul have to be removed and destroyed. For this purpose powerful means and actions 

are employed.

The most important media and ritual object is the already mentioned cord of bonds 

(pasasutra). On this cord everything that binds the soul is projected and then finally de­

stroyed. This cord is fixed at the body of the disciple reaching from his hair to his feet, 

it is fixed on the left side in the case of female adepts on the right in the case of male. 

The whole body is put into relation with the five kalas. These kalas called from beneath 

Nivrtti, Pratistha, Vidya, Santi, and Santyatita encompass the totality of worldly pheno­

mena structured into the five categories or sections. Each kald has its own governor 

who is the sovereign over the whole section (karanesvara). The five kalas thus corre­

spond to the five parts of the body and form at the same time a section of the cord of 

bonds.

The liberating initiation as described in Somasambhu's manual is based on the five­

fold division according to the five kalas and therefore also called kaladiksa. The prepa­

ration, purification and subsequent transformation of the disciple's soul is undertaken 

by a sequence of action that is repeated on the level of each of the five kalas. In order to 

show the main steps of this process I will describe the sequence for the lowest kald: 

The process starts with an extensive visualization (bhdvand) of all that is contained in 

the kald Nivrtti. This includes the different worlds, sounds, organs, beings, gods etc. 

Then follows the extraction of the kald Nivrtti out of the disciple's body and the impo­

sition on the cord of the bonds. At a next step divine presence is created on two levels: 

at a first step an invocation, nourishment (tarpana), and adoration of Brahma, the gov­

ernor of the kald Nivrtti is performed. Now that Brahma is present, the acarya is ut­

tering a request: "Brahma, I am initiating this aspirant for liberation (mumuksu) under 

your supervision. Please be favourable!"18 Then the highest gods, the divine couple in 

the form of Vagisvari and Vagisvara are invoked and adored.

With the presence of these gods being assured, the soul of the disciple trespasses for 

a last time all the spheres of the kald Nivrtti and then leaves this part of his bondage 

forever behind. The part of the cord of bonds that corresponds to the section of the kald 

Nivrtti is cut and the piece of the cord is burned so that it will be destroyed forever. Af­

ter this action we do find an interesting notion of territoriality: Brahma is invoked once 

again, he now receives the fee or price (sulka) for his permission to cross his territory. 

The acarya then lets Brahma know Siva's order: "Brahma, do no longer bind this soul, 

its bonds are completely burned!"19 Finally after an adoration of the disciple who is 

now liberated of the lowest part of his bonds, Vagisvara and Vagisvari are dismissed

18 See SSPdh 3 nirvanadiksa (p. 255-7) for the whole passage: "om ham brahmane namah" iti 

brahmdnam dvdhya sampujya ca svdhdntena samtarpya ca, brahmams tavadhikare ‘smin mu- 

muksum diksayamy aham \ bhavyam tvaydnukulena vidhim vijnapayed iti.

19 See SSPdh 3 nirvanadiksa (p. 285-91): "om ham brahman sabdasparsau sulkam grhdna svdhd!" 

ity dhutitrayenddhikdram asya samarpayet | dagdhanihsesapdsasya brahman asya pasos tvayd| 

bandhdya na punah stheyam sivajham srdvayed iti.
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(visarjana). This process is repeated for all four other kalas and their respective 

spheres.

The context - Saiva initiation and the monarch

Competition between rival religious traditions at court linked to royal initiations is a 

well documented feature. For the Saiva tantric traditions Alexis Sanderson (2004; 

forthcoming) has shown that "for several centuries after the sixth it [Saivism of the 

mantramarga J.G.] was the principal faith of the elites in large parts of the Indian sub- 

continent and in both mainland and insular Southeast Asia." (2004: 231). This influen­

tial position among the elites and the development of Saiva rituals has led to close links 

with the institution of kingship and "the occupying by Saiva officiants of the office of 

Royal Preceptor (rajaguruh) and in this position their giving Saiva initiation (diksa) to 

the monarch" (2004: 233). In addition the development of Saiva rituals has enabled "a 

specialized class of Saiva officiants to encroach on the territory of the Rajapurohita, the 

Brahmanical expert in the rites of the Atharvaveda who served as the personal priest of 

the king" (ibid.). Since this encroachment by Saiva officiants on the territory of estab­

lished ritual experts at court is linked to the performance of the Saiva diksa I would like 

to raise the question to what extant this practice can be seen as related to the Saiva ritu­

al of conversion that is called "removal of the sectarian marks" (lingoddhara). This rit­

ual as attested in an eleventh century ritual manual of dualisitic Saivism is an encroach­

ment on the territory of competing religious traditions and, as I have shown, the Saiva 

lingoddhdra is closely related to the Saiva diksa.

The religious and ritual literature of the Sanskrit Saiva Siddhanta does not reveal 

much about the social milieu and historical context of this tradition. The studied ritual 

manual of Somasambhu forms part of a Saiva tantric school that within the framework 

of tantric Saivism belongs to the doctrines of the right: the Goddess and the concept of 

the feminine power (sakti) is depersonalized, the sakti is seen primarily as the male dei­

ty's power to act, the liturgy is based on the male deity Sadasiva. He is worshipped 

without a female consort; no impure materials are used in ritual (dvaitdedra). All this 

distinguishes the Sanskrit Saiva Siddhanta from the much better known non-dualistic 

tantric Saivism—often misleadingly labelled "Kashmir Saivism". This esoteric and het­

erodox strand of tantric Saivism is characterised by the adoration and visualization of 

personified Goddesses as well as the usage of impure materials in ritual (advaitacdra). 

The scriptural authorities of the Saiva Siddhanta are the Saiva Agamas or Tantras, a 

textual corpus with generally dualistic metaphysics and theology. The earliest scrip­

tures of this Saiva tradition date before 800 AD.20 Important for the development of the

20 See Goodall (1998: xxxix-xlvii) where he discusses criteria for a relative antiquity of Siddhanta 

Tantras and his excellent preface to the edition of the Parakhyatantra (2004). The earliest extant 

manuscripts seem to belong to the first half of the 9th century (xli, n. 95 and xliii, n. 97). Sanderson 

(1988: 663) gives a period of 400 to 800 AD for the composition of early Tantras.
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Sanskrit Saiva Siddhanta has been a lineage of Saiva teachers forming a dualistic exe- 

getical school of Saivism that based itself on the Saiva Tantras and started before the 

10th century AD. This guruparampard is known to us through a number of independent 

treatises, commentaries as well as ritual manuals. The authors of these paddhatis relied 

on the ritual sections of the Tantras but they presented the material of the different 

scriptural sources known to them in a homogenous and sequential way. This seems to 

be one of the reasons why these handbooks and not the ritual sections of the different 

Tantras became the main textual source for ritual practice. One of the most important 

sources is the Kriyakandakramavali ("Continuous arrangement of the ritual sections [of 

the Tantras]") or simply Somasambhupaddhati of Somasambhu (11th century). Closely 

related with this work and much better known is the Kriydkramadyotikd ("Light on the 

arrangement of ritual") of Aghorasivacarya (12th century).21 Difficult to date but cer­

tainly later is the manual of Isanasivagurudeva (14th/15th cent.?).22 Especially Aghora- 

sivacarya's and Isanasivagurudeva's manuals remained influential prescriptions for pri­

vate worship (svarthapuja) and to a large extant influenced public Saiva temple wor­

ship (pararthapuja) in South India until today.23

It is precisely because of the practice of royal initiation that we can postulate that 

the Saiva Siddhanta was influential among the elites at various courts. Inscriptional evi­

dence for the links of the Saiva Siddhanta with royal patronage and regional monastic 

traditions has been already summarized.24 I will therefore restrict myself to indicate 

some of the earliest references: a seventh century inscription in the Kailasanatha temple 

in KancT of the Pallava king Narasirnha II (also called Rajasirnha and Atyantakama) 

mentions a "saivasiddhantamarge"  d5 In the area of today's Madhya Pradesh we find re­

ferences to the ninth-century royal initiation of Avantivarman by Purandara, the found­

er of the Mattamayura and Ranapadra monasteries. In Rajasthan the Rajor inscription 

by the Saiva king Mathanadeva, vasal of the Gurjara-Pratihara king Vijayapala, testifies 

of Saiva Siddhantikas and the construction of a Saiva temple at Rajyapur (960 AD).26 

Finally the Karhad Plates of the Rastrakuta king Krsna III record a gift to a Saiddhanti- 

ka ascetic in 959 AD. These references for royal patronage of the Saiva Siddhanta 

might be best summed up by an observation of Ulrike Teuscher. After a survey of the 

inscriptural evidence for the relation of the king with Saiva ascetic groups in early me­

dieval Mewar she concludes:

Es zeigt sich deutlich, daB es kaum Institutionen gab, auf die er [der Konig J.G.] 

zuruckgreifen konnte. Die einzige starke Institution war offensichtlich die der

21 See Surdam (1984) on the diksavidhi in the Kriydkramadyotikd.

22 See Buhnemann (1999: 305) on the date of the Mantrapada of this manual.

23 See the article of Brunner (1999) about the difficulties of comparing contemporary South Indian 

temple rituals with textual sources of medieval Saiva Siddhanta.

24 See Davis (1991: 12-5; 168, n. 24) and especially Goodall (2004: xix-xx, n. 17, 18) for detailed re­

ferences.

25 See Goodall (2004: xix, n. 17) for references and a discussion of the half-verse given by Hultzsch 

(1890: 12-4).

26 See Hooja (2006: 280) and Teuscher (2002: 61, 63).
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Asketenorganisationen. ... Der Konig erhielt offensichtlich, wie in den Inschrif- 

ten angedeutet, eine Initiation als Asket. (Teuscher 2002: 69-70)

These examples of links between ascetic institution and royal initiations can be supple­

mented by more recent examples linked to the study of court ritual and ceremonies with 

a focus on the consecration of the monarch in the kingdom of Amber/Jaipur (Rajasthan) 

during the 18th century. The court protocol on the installation of the king mentions var­

ious categories of ritual specialists. Besides the royal chaplain or rajapurohita,27 the 

rajacarya performing primarily the daily ritual, the already mentioned Royal Preceptor, 

rajaguru or diksaguru who bestows the "guru-mantra" form part of the ritual special­

ists at court. The ritual and ceremonial interactions linked to the installation of the 

Maharaja, the rajyabhiseka termed rdjatilaka at the courts situated in Rajasthan, reveals 

a complex interdependence of the monarch and the ritual and religious specialists of 

various sampraddyas. Royal patronage of the religious groups and their temples and 

monasteries is directly linked to aspects of legitimation of kingship. The local dynasty 

of the Kachvahas was connected to the Saiva Nathyogis. This linkage to tantric Saiva 

religious traditions seems to be a regular feature of the Rajput-kingdoms of this period 

that is especially well documented for Mewar and the LakulTsa-Pasupatas.28 During the 

16th century the Ramanandis took over the seat of the Nathyogis situated at Galta near 

Amber. Krsnadas Payohari, the head of this group of Ramanandis became the diksd- 

guru of Maharaja Prthviraja (r. 1503-1527) in Amber and donated two images to 

Prthviraja that both became most important for the religious legitimation of the dynas­

ty: a statue of Sitarama and a sdlagrdma representing Narasimha. Krsnadas Payohari 

thus succeded in establishing a strong and lasting interrelation between the Ramanandis 

and the Rajput dynasty of the Kachvahas:

... il mit fin aux liens privilegies que sa dynastie avait etablis avec les Natha, ... 

Des lors, Rama remplaga Siva comme element central de la religion du royaume. 

Cette revolution religieuse au palais porta un coup tres dur a la tradition natha: 

forts du soutien royal, les Ramanandi s'etablirent a Galta, le lieu sacre des Natha 

au sud-est d'Amber, et en firent le centre de leur mouvement. (Clementin-Ojha 

1999: 28)

A recent dispute shows the importance of royal initiations and the position of being the 

personal priest of the king. In 1944 this very lineage of Ramanandis with their seat in 

Galta near Jaipur had to prove that they are initiating the king in the prescribed way.

27 The documents on the rajatilaka of Maharaja Savai Pratapsingh (r. 1778-1803) distinguish be­

tween two kinds of rajapurohitas: the purohitas of the court (hajuri) and the local or regional (des) 

purohitas (Sydhd Hajuri V.S. 1835, Jyestha, vadi 2).

28 See for more details and references the excellent summary of available evidence by Ulrike Teu­

scher (2002: 59-70). She states that "sivaitische Asketenorden ... seit dem 10. Jh. in fast allen Raj- 

putenstaaten eine auBerordentliche Machtposition einnahmen." (2002: 60) and "Ihr Aufstieg zu 

Offizianten kbniglicher Kulte verlief weitgehend parallel mit dem der neuentstehenden fruhmittel- 

alterlichen Staaten." (ibid.: 61). See Sanderson (2009) for a detailed study on the rise of Saivism 

during the early medieval period.
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With the help of the 19th century court protocol (1828, 1845) this group of RamanujTya- 

Ramanandis could show that they apply the correct Rama-mantra (sadaksara-mantra, 

also tulasT and taptamudra) of the Ramanandi tradition and not the Narayana-mantra 

(astaksara-mantra) of the RamanujTyas.29

Conversion or initiation?

Coming back to the two elements of diksd and lingoddhara one might ask whether the 

sequence of acts prescribed during lingoddhara that is given as a prerequisite for the in­

itiation into Saiva Siddhanta should be called a conversion? I would like to give a posi­

tive answer by referring to a classification of conversions given by Lewis R. Rambo in 

his monograph Understanding Religious Conversion (1993). He attempts to define 

"how far someone has to go socially and culturally in order to be considered a convert" 

(ibid.: 13) and enumerates five different kinds of conversions:

1) apostasy, defection: "the repudiation of a religious tradition or its beliefs by pre­

vious members."

2) intensification: "the revitalized commitment to a faith with which the convert has 

had previous affiliation, formal or informal."

3) affiliation: "the movement of an individual or group from no or minimal reli­

gious commitment to full involvement with an institution or community of 

faith."

4) institutional transition: "involves the change of an individual or group from one 

community to another within the same major tradition."

5) tradition transition: "the movement of an individual or a group from one major 

religious tradition to another." (ibid.: 13-4)

Of the five categories in Rambo's classification institutional transition (4) and tradition 

transition (5) are most relevant. If one considers Buddhism and Jainism30 as "major re­

ligious traditions" as opposed to "Hinduism" the described ritual process would fall un­

der the category of a conversion that leads to a "tradition transition". The conversion of 

the Vedantins, Vaisnavas, Pasupatas or Mahavratas would then take place within the 

same major tradition of Hinduism and belong to the category "institutional transition". 

But the ritual prescription of the Somasambhupaddhati makes clear that the distinction 

between the mentioned religious traditions is gradual, not categorical. It is obviously 

not intended to distinguish between categories like Hinduism, Buddhism or Jainism. 

Although the six groups are listed in a hierarchical sequence, no distinct acts for the 

transformation of the soul of a Buddhist or a Jaina are prescribed on the level of the rit-

29 See Horstmann (2009: 4-6; 171-9; 2002) for more detailed information about the present conflict 

in Galta and its background. Another case of "conversion" in Jaipur, this time from Vaisnavism to 

Saivism, by Maharaja Savai Ramsingh 11 (r. 1835-1880) and the subsequent tilakavivada in the 

1860s is described by Clementin-Ojha (1999).

30 On the Saiva-Jain encounter in medieval South India see Davis (1998) and Monius (2004).
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ual activity. It makes no difference whether a Pasupata-Saiva or a Buddhist converts to 

Saiva Siddhanta, only the number of tattvas that are deposed into the fire varies: 22 for 

the Buddhist and 31 for the Pasupata. The Buddhists and Jainas are not subject to a spe­

cific treatment because they are considered to belong to a different "major religious tra­

dition". Therefore the distinction between the categories 4) "institutional transition" 

and category 5) "tradition transition" does not apply in the present case. Nevertheless, 

the fact that absolutely no value is ascribed to the merit acquired by the previous reli­

gious and ritual acts of the members of the six groups underlines that the ,,tradition 

transition" has to be considered as a conversion.

Lewis Rambo (1993: 20-43) rightly states in his chapter on "context", that for a ty­

pology of conversion the social, cultural and historical context of the prescribed ritual 

of conversion has to be taken into consideration. In the presented ritual prescription the 

boundaries between the religious traditions appear to be rigid, a fact that might reflect 

the specific historical and religious context of this tradition. In their introduction to the 

volume Religious Conversion in India (2003) Robinson & Clarke state:

What the boundaries of the renounced tradition are is itself by no means an un­

ambiguous question and has been answered differently by different denomina­

tions at different periods of time. ... Moreover we are aware that certain histori­

cal periods have seen the rise of the pursuit of exclusion and the struggle to de­

lineate boundaries tightly among traditions, which did not always subscribe to 

these notions... (ibid.: 7)

The term "conversion" is in South Asia most prominently used in the context of Hindu- 

Muslim interaction and in the colonial period. But as I have shown, issues of conver­

sion and initiation should be seen in a larger historical context of competition between 

rival religious and ritual traditions as well as examples of actual ritual prescriptions.31 

But the perspective on conversion is still dominated by an approach highlighted in 

William Dalrymple's book on the White Mughals (2002) where he provides us for the 

17th and 18th century with an image of vivid interactions between European mercenar­

ies, businessman and employees of the East India Company. We find references of 

Europeans who not only smoke Huqqa, wear Indian cloths, are surrounded by a Harem 

and Indian servants, but also do convert to Islam, at that time the dominant religion at 

the courts. When it comes to Hinduism in this somewhat romantic description of an 

atmosphere of fluidity and amalgamation of varying cultural and religious practices, we 

do learn about a "Hindoo-Stuart" who apparently lived and travelled with a whole en­

tourage of Hindu gods and goddesses. One would therefore expect the same kind of flu­

idity and accounts of conversions from Christianity to Hinduism. But Dalrymple makes

31 The removal of the sectarian marks is only rarely taken into consideration in the modern discourses 

on conversion in South Asia. Among the examples that refer to lingoddhara while discussing con­

version are: Clementin-Ojha (1994: 104, n. 5), von Stietencron (1995: 52-66), Michaels (2004: 20) 

and Raman (2007: 284).
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out in all the instability, change and flexibility an unchangeable, universally accepted 

rule within the religion of the Hindus:

Technically it is impossible to convert to Hinduism: as much a social system as a 

religion, to be a Hindu you must be born a Hindu; traditionally there was no 

ceremony for conversion. No one, however, seems to have told this to 'Hindoo 

Stuart'. (2002: 42)

This view seems to echo the statement by the authority on Dharmasastra P.V. Kane giv­

en in the chapter on upanayana in the context of a section on vratyastoma:

Hinduism has not been an avowedly proselytizing religion. In theory it could not 

be so. For about two thousand years the caste system has reigned supreme and 

no one can in theory be admitted to the Hindu fold who is not born in it.32

Kane then goes on by saying "The ancient smrtis do not expressly prescribe any rites 

for bringing into the Brahmanic or Hindu fold a person who or whose ancestors did not 

belong to it" (1974: 388). But since as in the case of "Hindoo Stuart", who "in theory" 

could not exist, Kane admits that there exist exceptions to the prescribed rule. Not only 

by absorption33 but also by the performance of rituals that allow the inclusion of out­

siders into the Hindu religion:

In a very few cases persons born in western countries have been taken into the 

Hindu fold by the performance of vratyastoma and other rites. But such in­

stances are very rare and are not yet supported by the vast majority of Hindus, 

(ibid.: 391-2)

To conclude I would like to raise the question if we possess additional evidence for rit­

ual actions that fall under the category of conversions to the religious traditions labelled 

as "Hinduism". Most prominent in the numerous studies on conversions in South Asia 

are processes of apostasy and defection from Hinduism that have led to conversions to 

Islam, Buddhism or Christianity.34 Dominant in the discourse on conversion to Hindu­

ism is the movement that performed re-conversions of Christians, Muslims and Sikhs to 

Hinduism at the end of the 19th and in the beginning of the 20th century. These purifica­

tory rituals called suddhi are invented by Dayananda Sarasvati's (1824-83) Arya Samaj 

and can be seen as a reaction to the activity of Christian missionaries mainly in North 

India (Punjab, Kashmir, Bengal)." The term suddhi is used for this rite because it "re­

stores to the Hindu that ritual purity which is necessary for the performance of Hindu

32 Kane (1974: 387). I have corrected one obvious but crucial typo: "For about two thousand years 

the caste system has reigned supreme and on [read "no" J.G.] one can in theory be admitted to the 

Hindu fold who is not born in it."

33 "But as Hinduism has been extremely tolerant (barring a few exceptional instances) it had a won­

derful power of quiet and unobstrusive absorption" (Kane 1974: 388).

34 See especially Robinson & Clarke (2003), Viswanathan (1998, 2003) and Oddie (1991, 1997).

35 See Jordens (1991: 218) who reports for the Punjab an increase of the Christian converts from 

4,000 to 19,000 between 1881 and 1891.
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rites, and for social interaction with his caste-fellows" (Jordens 1991: 215). While only 

two instances of reconversions are recorded during Dayananda Sarasvati’s life the 

number of suddhis increased considerably from 1900 onwards. Jordens (ibid.: 221) 

mentions 60,000 to 70,000 re-conversions that have taken place in the Punjab by 1910; 

between 1911 and 1921 the number of members of the Arya Samaj in Kashmir rouse 

from 1,000 to 23,000. This highlights the important fact that although the convert was 

reinstated in his former caste, generally access to religious rites was only possible by 

being enrolled in the Arya Samaj. The ritual practice and the effectiveness of the suddhi 

were not without contestations. Dayananda Sarasvati never prescribed the precise se­

quence of acts for the performance of the suddhi. Since participation and involvement 

in the reconversion created danger of excommunication a sequence of rites that found 

approval by orthodox pandits was fixed in 1893. Among the prescribed elements were 

a purificatory fast and bath followed by a homa, the shaving of the head and the 

explanation of the gdyatrT. Investiture with the sacred thread followed where applicable 

and finally the duties of the Arya Samaj were explained. The prescribed rites do there­

fore combine elements of a prayascitta, upanayana and diksa*

I have already stated that one should consider the removal of the sectarian charac­

teristics as a conversion in the sense of a tradition or institutional transition. If one 

looks at the prescribed sequence of rites one should be more precise. The lingoddhara 

proper does not create a new member or punarbhu of the group of Saiva Siddhantins. 

The result of the destruction of the sectarian marks of the Mahavrata, Pasupata, Bhaga- 

vata, Vedantin, Jaina and Buddhist is not a Saiva Siddhantin but a householder in the 

state prior to his becoming a member of one of these traditions. The bearer of the sec­

tarian characteristics (lingin) looses all of these characteristics and in this state he could 

be placed in Rambo's classification under the last category "defection, apostasy", since 

it must be seen as a "repudiation of a religious tradition or its beliefs by previous mem­

bers". But for a Saiva ritual manual it would make no sense to stop on that level. The 

intention is of course to create a new lingin or diksita who is initiated into the Saiva 

Siddhanta. Therefore from the point of view of Somasambhu's manual the ritual of 

conversion consists of two separate elements. The removal of the sectarian marks 

lingoddhara and the initiation into the tradition. Therefore it seems to be necessary to 

add an additional aspect to the description of initiations in general as well as the royal 

initiations by Saiva officiants. These initiations could be seen in the context of a prac­

tice of bestowing several layers of non-competing initiations as exemplified in the often 

quoted statement "privately Kaula, publicly Saiva and Vedic in one's intercourse" 

(Sanderson 1988: 699). But it might as well be possible that at times where the delinea­

tion of sectarian and ritual boundaries was of importance a close link between diksa and 

lingoddhara, initiation and conversion did exist.

36 The details of the ritual practice need further study, for a summary of some of the rites performed 

see Jordens (1991: 218-9) and Clementin-Ojha (1994: 100-3). On the postulation of a relation be­

tween the suddhi and vrdtyastoma by some members of the Arya Samaj see Clementin-Ojha (1994: 

107).
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