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Challenges to a Vaisnava Initiation?

In mid-May 2006 the DMK government1 of Tamil Nadu decided that "qualified persons 

of any caste can be priests in any temple run by the Hindu Religious and Charitable En­

dowments." Accordingly, since then several schools for Brahmins and non-Brahmins 

for teaching temple rituals have been set up in Tamil Nadu.2 It was announced that 

young men "of all communities" who passed the eighth standard, aged between four­

teen and twenty-four years, can join the training program. The one-year-long training 

course, accommodation, food, clothing and teaching materials are free in these institu­

tions. Furthermore the students are given a monthly stipend of 500 Indian rupees. Since 

traditionally in south Indian Vaisnava and Saiva temples the ritual is performed by spe­

cially initiated Brahmin priests alone, as soon as this new training program was an­

nounced, protest was voiced by the temple priests and their organisations.3 The objec­

tions against this program were concerned with interference of the secular government 

in religious affairs, especially in trying to influence the performance and language of

1 This party, the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK), was founded 1949 by C.N. Annadurai. From 

the beginning, it rather stood for the interests of the Tamilians than for those of south India as a 

whole and especially is opposed to the perceived "foreign" sanskritic-Brahmanic traditions. Thus, 

this party in 1971 abolished hereditary priesthood (see Presler 1978: 106-9). The priests success­

fully opposed to this and in 1974 brought to pass a stay order stating that in all temples the rituals 

should continue "according to tradition". Thus, the hereditary transmission of the priestly profes­

sion in fact continues to be practiced. In 1972 part of the DMK split from the party and formed the 

All-India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK). Since then, the government of Tamil 

Nadu changes basically during every election (every five years) and either DMK or AIADMK 

(which is much more pro-Brahmanic), form coalitions with smaller parties and rule the state.

2 According to the Tamil Newspaper "Dinamalar" (dated 12.5.2007) training institutions for 

Vaisnava temple priests (arcakas) have been set up in Chennai, near the Vaikhanasa Parthasarathi 

temple, and in Srirangam. For Saiva priests training institutions have been set up in Tiruvanna- 

malai, at the Arunacalesvara temple, in Madurai at the MTnaksT temple, and in the Palani and Tiru- 

chandur Murugan temples. The author of this essay visited the training center in Srirangam in early 

summer 2007.

3 Thus, the Adi Saiva Sivachariyargal Nala Sangam, an association of priests from Madurai and Tri­

chi successfully filed a petition: the Supreme Court on the 14th of August 2006 stayed the Tamil 

Nadu Government Ordinance allowing the appointment of arcakas of the temples "without any dis­

crimination of caste and creed," on the basis of the argument that "TN ordinance amounts to inter­

fering in religious freedom" (see TheHindu.online, 14.8.2006; see also NDTV.com, 14.8.2006). 

The Tamil Nadu Government responded by proposing a 69% reservation rate for students from all 

communities (see also "Dinamalar", dated 27.5.2007). On similar procedures in the early 1970s, 

see Presler (1978).
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temple rituals.4 However, apart from these rather sporadic protests, this initiative by the 

state government failed to cause a major uproar among the Brahmins priests, whose in­

herited profession seems to be seriously challenged by this legislation. The priests by 

and large took it rather calmly. Some—albeit few—of the temple priests evidently even 

volunteered as teachers in these training programs.5

Becoming a priest (arcaka) in south Indian Brahmin temples6 is tied to certain pre­

conditions, only one of which is challenged by this new legislation of opening up the 

priestly profession to members of all communities. While this legislation is presented 

and perceived as social reform, other important preconditions for becoming a temple 

priest are, however, not put into question. This is, I argue, one of the major factors con­

tributing to the Brahmin priests' relative ease when being confronted with this new leg­

islation and its impending practical implementation.

Taking my research on the texts of the Vaisnava Pancaratra tradition and my field 

research at the Varadaraja Perumal temple in the south Indian town Kahcipuram as ex­

amples, in this essay I will raise questions regarding initiation, learning and ritual com­

petence, its definition in a given context, its transmission and its confirmation. These 

examples illustrate, I argue, how a ritual tradition is maintained and changed at the 

same time.

I present here one of the initiation rituals as it is represented in the relevant ritual 

texts, analyse diverse layers of meaning implicitly conveyed by the text (especially 

concerning adhikdra, the eligibility conferred with the initiation ritual), and proceed 

then to describe and compare the initiations and other preconditions required for pre­

sent day priests at the south Indian Varadaraja Perumal temple in Kahcipuram.7 In the

4 Although this issue was according to my knowledge not prominent in the program, the priests' 

worries about the language of the ritual performances is not at all unfounded, since the DMK go­

vernment repeatedly tried to enforce temple service to be conducted in Tamil instead of Sanskrit.

5 Thus one main priest from the Srirangam temple was appointed as principal and teacher of the 

training centre in Srirangam. He also was member of the committee selecting the students. One of 

his motivations was certainly that being involved as a major actor also implies a chance to influ­

ence the proceedings. Thus already in February 2007 he wrote in a letter to the Hindu Religious 

Endowment Board officer insisting that the students, in order to be taught the Vedas, had to have 

undergone the upanayana samskara, and in order to be allowed to touch the god and to perform his 

worship, they had to undergo the so-called samdsrayana initiation and a Pancaratra diksa (on this, 

see below).

6 Usually the priests (arcaka)—at least in Vaisnava temples—are the only ones who may have bodi­

ly contact with the image of the god, in which the god is (made) present.

7 "Initiation" is understood here as comprising both, samskdras and diksas. Samskdras are life-cycle 

rituals, the rituals which literally "make a person perfect" in the sense that they realise the potential 

inherent in a person (see B.K. Smith 1989: 82-6, 91-2). This potential depends on the gender, and 

the family background (class, or caste), and other circumstances, most of which are determined be­

fore birth. These rituals accompany a person's life and mark the transition from one stage in life to 

another. In contrast, the term diksa refers to a (theoretically) optional initiation, which confers a 

special competence or eligibility (for the performance of rituals, in our case) to the person who un­

dergoes it. However, diksas are usually also tied to certain preconditions; they are usually not con­

ferred to just everybody. I refer to both, samskara and diksa, as initiation rituals in the sense that 

they serve to demarcate a group's identity, they mark a change of religious status for those who un-
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next step, I will take into account what the contemporary performers think about these 

issues, how they deal with more recent challenges to their right (and obligation) to per­

form temple rituals, and also look at the issue of how not only the eligibility, but also 

the ability to perform these rituals is acquired by them. This will lead to more general 

reflections on the connection of ritual texts, practice, and understanding in these tradi­

tions.

Adhikara for Vaisnava temple priests

The south Indian Vaisnava ritual tradition in question, called Pahcaratra, has a vast lit­

erature on temple rituals, written in Sanskrit, containing rules and regulations on how 

to perform them.8 This literature, the earliest texts of which were already in use before 

the 10th century CE, is written and transmitted by and for ritual specialists (priests) in 

Vaisnava temples, called arcaka or acarya.9 The priests are mediators between god and 

humans in the context of public temple rituals. These rituals are "for others" (parartha), 

as opposed to the rituals a householder performs "for himself" (svdrtha) and his fami­

ly.10 The priestly profession is, as mentioned above, traditionally not open to all. The 

right to perform parartha rituals is in the ritual texts and in present day discourse usual­

ly called adhikara ("eligibility"). According to the Sanskrit texts this eligibility to per­

form rituals "for others" in south Indian Vaisnava temples is acquired through several 

initiation rituals (diksa and samskara)."

Text as sole authority?

Asked about ritual norms, members of this Vaisnava group invariably refer to "tradi­

tion." This tradition is nowadays mainly understood as being fixed in and by the above-

dergo them, they make the concerned person a member of a group, they change the relation be­

tween individual and former group of not initiated persons, and they mark the fact that the con­

cerned person has acquired a new competence.

8 For an overview over Pahcaratrasamhitas, see Schrader (1916), Smith & Venkatachari (1975 and 

1980), and Rastelli (1999a, 1999b, 2006).

9 In the context of temple ritual, the term acarya describes a "master" by contrast with a simple tem­

ple priest, who is usually described as an arcaka or, though rarely in the Sarnhita texts, as pujaka 

(see Colas 1996: 129f., 153). In the temple, an acarya is responsible for the proceedings and leads 

the rituals while other priests assist him. The acarya takes the highest place in the hierarchy of ritu­

al specialists in the temple (see Colas 1996: 132, 143, 153f.).

10 The life-cycle rituals (saniskdra) a Brahmin householder performs for himself and for his family 

are for example svdrtha, whereas temple rituals, which are "for others", comprise the big yearly 

temple festivals and all other daily or monthly rituals performed for a god in a temple.

11 A summary of the textual accounts of Pahcaratra initiations (diksa) is given in Gupta (1979). On 

the life-cycle rituals called saniskdra see Pandey (1949) and Kane (1974).
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Plate 1: Ritual handbooks are sometimes consulted while performing temple rituals.

mentioned mediaeval Sanskrit texts, the Pahcaratrasarnhitas, usually referred to by the 

term agama.12 These Sanskrit texts are invoked, cited, and referred to as the authority. 

The authority attributed to them is also expressed by one phrase, frequently used when 

a ritual practice is subject to criticism: "This is deviating from the Agama rule."13

The more recent printed ritual handbooks,14 which are in one way or the other based 

on these mediaeval Sanskrit texts, in addition include commentaries and explanations in 

vernacular languages such as Tamil, Kannada or Telugu, in order to make their content 

comprehensible to those priests who have no or only little knowledge of Sanskrit.

These ritual handbooks are at times even used during the performances (see plate 1). 

However, in spite of the constant reference to texts as main authority, the physical use 

of printed texts is actually assessed ambivalently: while on the one hand this use of 

texts during performances is appreciated as a proof of "following the authentic tradi-

12 See Chaudhari (1995: 406) on the use of the terms agama and samhita.

13 This is also one of the objections most frequently brought forward against the institution of the 

Agama schools for members of "all communities", mentioned in the introductory portion of this 

essay.

14 See, e.g. Alayanityarcanapaddhati, Bhagavadaradhanakrama, Mahotsavaprayoga, Sribhagavadd- 

radhanakrama, and Sripancaratra Patmasamhita Tvajarohanaviti.
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tion",15 on the other, it is also evaluated by the ritual specialists themselves as a defi­

ciency, since it reveals that the knowledge of the acting priest is insufficient and that he 

has to resort to guidelines in the form of a text.16 Thus, from the latter perspective, in 

spite of the authority attributed to them, in practice these texts are not conceived as 

models that should be followed word-for-word (see Welbon 1984: 97; Brunner-La- 

chaux 1999: 263-8; Fuller 2003: 81, 87).

In fact, a close look at the Sanskrit ritual texts reveals that their prescriptions remain 

largely incomprehensible without a certain amount of pre-knowledge. Moreover, the 

rituals prescribed therein have to be constantly adapted to the concrete place and cir­

cumstances of their performance. This insight inevitably leads to the question of what 

is, and what is not stated in these ritual texts? Additional performative knowledge, 

gained mainly through experience is required to translate text into practice. Thus, 

knowledge of texts and knowledge of how to apply them, including knowledge of how 

to react creatively and convincingly on contingencies is an essential part of priestly 

competence. Text and performance are therefore never 100% congruent. Yet the 

priests' claim that their rituals are performed "according to the Agamas" is perfectly 

valid, too.

The cakrabjamandala initiation procedures 

according to the Padmasamhita

I will now illustrate this point by taking initiation rituals for the Pahcaratra priests in 

the south Indian Varadaraja Perumal temple (short: Varadaraja temple) as an example, 

thereby discussing the relation of the "ideal" (that is, textually prescribed) procedures 

with the actual enactment of the rituals, and at the same time introducing an important 

initiation that confers adhikdra (eligibility) to a priestly candidate within the Pahcaratra 

tradition.

While the diverse Pahcaratrasarnhitas differ in details regarding the diksas described 

in them, nowadays evidently only one single text is used and referred to in actual prac­

tice for the performance of Pahcaratra initiations, namely the Padmasamhitd. This text 

is said to be based on the older text Jayakhydsamkitd" which, together with the Sdt-

15 Following a text in this view can be equated to following a "frozen rule-bound structure" which 

permits no variance in the rituals which might endanger the efficacy of the rituals performed.

16 Thus, the scene depicted in plate 1 was strongly criticized by some participants.

17 Padmasamhita is the main text followed in the Varadaraja temple in Kancipuram. According to the 

priests serving in this temple, no ritual handbooks (prayogas, paddhatis) are used by them. The in­

formation given by the Padmasamhita is considered to be sufficient. The Jayakhydsamhita, how­

ever, is said to contain more detailed information on the ritual ablutions (Skt. abhiseka / Tamil tiru- 

manjana) and on the big yearly festival Brahmotsava, whereas the Padmasamkita contains more 

detailed instructions on how to erect for example the cakrabjamandala, used during the yearly 

Pavitrotsava festival and required for the cakrabjamandaladiksa (on Pavitrotsava, see Husken 

2006).
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vatasamhita and Pauskarasanihita constitutes the so-called "three gems".18 These 

"three gems" most probably were already in use in the tenth century CE (see Rastelli 

1999: introduction). In contrast, the Padmasamhita is considerably younger (ca. 

13th/14th century CE). The initiations depicted in the texts differ: while the older Jaya- 

khydsamhitd knows four different diksas which are described as differing in form, con­

tent, and result,19 in the Padmasamhita only the so-called cakrabjamandaladiksa (the 

initiation by means of a wheel-shaped lotus mandala) is described. This cakrdbja- 

mandaladiksa is in fact performed today for future temple priests in the Varadaraja 

temple in Kahcipuram.

The Padmasamhita gives the following description of the cakrabjamandaladiksa 

(Padmasamhita, caryapada 2.3-84):2°

First a pavilion has to be built (2.3) and the fire pit for the sacrificial fire is to be 

established (2.4). The form and cardinal direction of the fire pit depends on the 

varna of the person to be initiated (2.4-6). The length of the sacrificial ladles 

(sruc and sruva) likewise is determined by the varna of the candidate (2.7). The 

proper time for the preparation and the diksa itself are mentioned as the tenth or 

eleventh day of a fortnight (2.7-8). The initiation starts with an invocation cere­

mony (adhivasana). In the pavilion a cakrabjamandala has to be established and 

a "door-jar" (dvdrakumbha) is to be set up (2.8-9). The guru, after meditating, is 

to prepare a jar and a water vessel made of gold and other metals (2.9). He fills 

them with water, with jewels inside, covers the jars completely with thread, 

places a garland on them and smears sandal paste on them. He covers the jars 

with new clothes and speaks one hundred times the astramantra over them 

(2.10-11). He pours water around the altar and places the vessels on the north- 

eastern side of the mandala on a base made of grain, reciting the mulavidyd- 

mantra (2.12-13). Then he invokes and worships Visnu in the jar and in the 

mandala (2.14). He kindles the sacrificial fire and places it in the fire pit, while 

reciting the astaksaramantra (2.15). The mash (caru) cooked by this fire is after­

wards presented to Visnu in the mandala, in the jar, and in the fire, and the 

fourth part is consumed by the preceptor. The offering of 108 wooden sticks 

(samidh) (2.16-17) is followed by the sacrifice of clarified butter while reciting 

the corresponding mantras. The sacrifice is ended by a "complete oblation" 

(purndhuti) (2.18). The candidate, adorned and clad in new clothes, is then blind- 

folded, and made to sit to the right of the preceptor, facing east (2.19-20). The 

preceptor touches him with darbha grass while reciting the pundarikaksavidyd. 

Then he offers twelve clarified butter offerings and caru into the fire (2.21). An 

offering of samidh sticks, flowers and sesame seeds while performing the pra- 

srtimudra follows. Then the preceptor circumambulates the fire and touches the

18 See Schrader 1916, introduction.

19 These are diksas for the samayin, putraka, sadhaka and dcdrya (see Gupta 1979).

20 I wish to thank Dr. Johanna Buss, Vienna, for providing me with a draft translation of this section 

of the Padmasamhita, which is paraphrased here (see also Smith & Venkatachari 1975: 225-6).
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head of the candidate three times (2.22) and, while reciting the astaksaramantra 

and the urdhvapundraka, smears white ashes on his forehead (2.23) and ties a 

thread around his wrist. The candidate is then given caru and a mixture of the 

five cow products to eat (2.24). Then the candidate cleans his teeth with a stick, 

then throws this stick on the ground (2.26). The direction of the top of this stick 

indicates the auspiciousness or inauspiciousness of the procedures (2.26). If in­

auspiciousness is indicated, a santihoma (pacifying fire offering) should be per­

formed, which requires the preceptor to recite the narasimhamantra 108 times 

while offering sesame seeds into the fire (2.27). Then the guru leads the candi­

date by the hand in front of the god, makes him bow to the god (2.28), and has 

him recite: "For the sake of release from the fetters of the unreleased souls, 

which are bound in the fetters of samsdra, only you, oh God, are the refuge. No 

other refuge can be found. The cause for release of the fetters consists in the pro­

pitiation of you. I know, that you, oh Lord of gods, are able to free these unre­

leased beings, which are bound through the fetter of (re)births." (2.29-31). The 

preceptor then winds a thread, consisting of three strands, twenty-five times 

around the body of the candidate, from his top-knot to his feet, touching him 

while reciting the mulamantra (2.32-34). Then follows another sacrifice of clari­

fied butter, while the preceptor recites the svapnadhipatimantra 108 times (2.35). 

In conclusion then a bean porridge offering (bali) to the bhutas is performed 

(2.36). The thread and the blindfolding are removed and deposited on a dish 

(2.37) which is covered with another dish, and the candidate should go to sleep 

(2.38). In the next morning, at dawn, in case the candidate had an inauspicious 

dream, another santihoma is to be performed. Both the preceptor and the candi­

date enter the sacrificial pavilion after having taken a bath (2.39-40). The god is 

worshipped in the doorways, banners, in the mandala, and in the jar [of the pa­

vilion]. The god is fed, and the preceptor bows and circumambulates the sacrifi­

cial place (2.41). Again, the candidate is blindfolded, is made to sit, and again 

samidh sticks are offered into the fire (2.42). Then the preceptor recites the 

mulamantra and meanwhile cuts the thread which had been tied around the can­

didate's body (2.43), and instructs the candidate the twenty-five tattvas (2.44). 

Now the preceptor contemplates "on the highest light in the lotus of his own 

heart and the highest purusa”. In his heart he also visualizes the soul of the can­

didate (2.45), mentally destroys the candidate's body, meditates on the egg that 

comes from his own heart (2.46), and then lets the candidate's soul emanate, 

while offering the pieces of thread into the fire, addressing the tattvas in their 

right order (2.47). He furthermore should reflect upon the "splitting of the egg" 

and contemplates on the "self that is born through the self." (2.48). Now the 

blindfold is removed while the preceptor recites the mulamantra, and the candi­

date puts on another cloth, washes his feet (2.49), and sips water. He is again 

blindfolded and mentally purifies himself (2.50-51). The preceptor continues the 

sacrifice, touches the feet of the candidate (2.52), the candidate's navel, his heart 

region and his head, sacrificing various substances into the fire (2.53). Again he
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offers clarified butter 108 times while reciting the mulamantra. At the end of the 

homa he then takes the candidate by his right hand (2.54), leads him clockwise 

around the fire to the jar and the mandala (2.55), and fills the candidate's open 

hands either with jewels, pearls and corals, or with flowers (2.56). Instructed by 

the preceptor, the students scatters the flowers on the mandala. The place where 

most of the flowers fall determines the first part of the name of the candidate 

(2.57-58). The second part of his new name is "Bhattaraka" if it is a Brahmin, if 

he is a Ksatriya it is "Deva", for a Vaisya it should be "Pala", and for someone 

born in the low castes it should be "Dasa". Now the blindfold is removed and the 

candidate is made to look at the cakramandala (2.59-60). Both the preceptor and 

the candidate meditate on Narayana, and thereafter the preceptor delivers the 

mantra into the right ear of the candidate, which starts with "om". The mantras 

to be delivered are first the twelve-syllabled mantra, then the eight-syllabled 

mantra (2.61-62), and then the murtimantra. Afterwards the preceptor makes the 

candidate meditate (2.63). If the candidate is a woman or a Sudra, or an anu- 

loma, the mantras have to be taught without "om", "hum", "phat", and the 

sacrifice has to be performed without the words "vasat", "svdhd" and without the 

syllable "om" (2.64). The candidate now worships Visnu in the jar on the 

mandala (2.65) and then stands up, the hands in the ahjali gesture, while the pre­

ceptor visualises the mandala on the candidate's head, and deposits Visnu's hand 

in the hand of the candidate. In front of the fire the preceptor instructs the candi­

date on the rules of right conduct (2.66-67). [The rules are given in 2.68-80 and 

are mainly about keeping the secrets of the initiation, respecting his preceptor, 

and the candidate's daily ritual duties, moral conduct and study, following the 

sutra he inherited]. The initiation ends with a santihoma and a "complete obla­

tion" (purnahuti) (2.81). The preceptor then releases the god from the jar and the 

mandala and blesses the candidate (2.82-83), who, according to his capacity, 

hands over the ritual fee (mentioned are a cow, land, gold, ornaments and a car­

riage and female and male servants) to the preceptor (2.83). At sunset the newly 

initiated person, with his ornaments, is taken to his house (2.84).

Here, as well as in a passage preceding this section (Padmasamhita caryapada 1.3-9), 

it becomes clear that not only Brahmins, but members af all varnas, and even women 

are eligible to be initiated, and thus can become Pahcaratrikas. However, in Padma- 

samhitd caryapada 1.7-9, the eligibility to perform worship for others is restricted to 

Brahmins who are endowed with the life-cycle rituals (samskdra).

Thus, although the pattern of the performances is identical, according to this text the 

competence (adhikdra) resulting from this initiation depends on the varna and gender 

of the candidate: while the cakrabjamandala initiation can be performed for almost 

everybody, only for Brahmins it does result in the eligibility to perform temple rituals.
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Plate 2: As part of upanayana the gayatrimantra is taught to the boy.

Initiation as a priest in present day practice

Present day practice, however, proves to be more exclusive. The performance is abbre­

viated and differs slightly, depending on the candidate's family background, his affil­

iation to one of the two dominant Vaisnava sects (Tenkalai and Vatakalai), among other 

issues. This shall be explored further below.

In order to be eligible to serve as a priest (arcaka) in the Varadaraja temple, several 

preconditions have to be met. First and foremost, only male candidates from six speci­

fied Brahmin families in Kahcipuram are eligible to serve as arcakas in the Varadaraja 

temple.21 They acquire this eligibility through a series of four initiation rituals (sams- 

karas and diksas). These four "ritual components" of their adhikara are the life-cycle 

cycle rituals upanayana and vivaha, and the initiation rituals called pancasamskara (or 

samasrayana) and the cakrabjamandaladiksa.

21 Only four of these six families are "active" in the sense that they in fact perform the rituals in the 

temple. At present, the other two families "rent" their "shares" (Tamil murai) in the rituals to 

members of the other four families. Oral tradition has it that the legal stipulation of these six fami­

lies took place in colonial times (no written documents are available to the author of this essay).
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Plate 3: The metal symbols of disk and conch are heated in the sacrificial fire.

The sequence of the rituals' performance is as follows: for the potential future tem­

ple priests (as for other Brahmins), upanayana is the initiation into Vedic studentship, 

ideally performed when a boy is between eight and twelve years old (see plate 2). This 

life-cycle ritual makes the boy eligible to learn the Veda and to wear the sacred 

thread—it is his "second birth" as Brahmin. This ritual is the precondition for the other 

three initiations. The second ritual necessary for any temple priest of this tradition (and 

in this temple) is called pancasamskdra (also called samasrayana).22 This is an initia­

tion into Vaisnavahood, into being a devotee of the god Visnu, and is, nowadays, per­

formed not long after upanayana. It consists of five elements, one of them is the brand­

ing of the boy's or young man's upper arms with two heated metal symbols of the god 

Visnu's weapons, disk (cakra) and conch (sankha) (see plate 3). Only after this ritual is 

performed another initiation, the cakrabjamandaladiksd (described after its textual ac­

count above), can be performed. This initiation by means of the wheel-shaped Lotus 

mandala is an initiation into Pahcaratra rituals, the specific Vaisnava tradition followed 

in the Varadaraja temple. It confers on the candidate the right or eligibility to perform 

the rituals within the three main shrines of the Varadaraja temple, including the right to 

touch the main images and to feed the god. This initiation is—as per local tradition—

22 On pancasamskara see Raman (2005 and 2007), see also Husken (2009a: 105ff.).
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Plate 4: The Ramanuja shrine in the Varadaraja temple in January 2006, before renovation.

performed in the Ramanuja shrine located in the temple precincts (see plate 4). Thus, in 

contrast to the prescriptions given in the Padmasamhita, it is not necessary to erect a 

pavilion for the procedures: the Ramanuja shrine itself serves as mandapa in actual 

practice. Some of the mantras prescribed during the diverse sequences of the ritual are 

not recited as often as suggested by the text. Moreover, the performance of this initia­

tion takes one to two hours, not two days: the sequences during which the candidate 

cleans his teeth with a stick and afterwards throws it on the ground, and the investiga­

tion of the auspiciousness or inauspiciousness of candidate's dream after he spent the 

night, are nowadays not performed during initiations at the Varadaraja temple, and the 

blindfolding of the candidate is therefore performed only once.23

23 The performers are well aware of these differences and are explicitly unhappy about the fact that 

they cannot perform the procedures as elaborately as suggested by the text. But, as they argue, 

since neither time nor resources usually allow for the "long version", they have to be content with 

performing this diksa in an abbreviated way. In some—albeit rare—cases the preceptor even con­

veys the initiation via telephone.
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Plate 5: Abhiseka, the ritual ablution of the god's image.

Another crucial difference between the text and actual practice is that nowadays this 

initiation is performed only for male Brahmins, not, as the text suggests, for members 

of all castes or for women.24 Moreover, with regard to the adhikdra conferred through 

this initiation there is nowadays an important difference between the male members of 

the six above-mentioned families in Kahcipuram and other Brahmins who want to be-

24 In that respect the new legislation by the DMK government confirms to the Padmasamhita on the 

one hand, in that it is explicitly for "people from all communities", but not entirely, since it ex­

cludes women. However, since the aim of the training programs set up is to "produce" temple 

priests who perform rituals "for others", it deviates from the prescriptions given in the Padma- 

samhita, according to which pardrtka rituals are to be performed by male Brahmins alone.
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Plate 6: Offerings into the fire (homa) during the major temple festivals.

come Vaisnava temple priests: while members of the six families are initiated inside the 

temple precincts (in the Ramanuja shrine) and thereby gain the right to perform the rit­

ual as arcaka in the Varadaraja temple, the cakrabjamandaladiksa of others takes in­

variably place in the preceptor's house and confers only the right to perform the ritual 

in other, "minor" Vaisnava temples, but not in the Varadaraja temple.25

However, even in the case of a descendant of the above-mentioned six Brahmin fa­

milies in Kahcipuram, only later, as a married householder, may he perform certain rit­

uals such as the ritual ablution (Skt. abhiseka / Tamil tirumahjana) of the god (see plate 

5), and only then may he attend to the sacrificial fires (homa) lit during the major tem-

25 The priests of the major south Indian Pahcaratra temples, namely those in Srirahgam, in the Kahci­

puram Varadaraja temple, and in the Visnu temple in Melkote are considered to be the acaryas of 

other Pahcaratrikas. They are frequently asked to perform initiations for others, who want to serve 

in a smaller Vaisnava Pahcaratra temple. The Melkote priests, for example, also serve as acaryas 

for the ISKCON temple in Bangalore. There they acted as the main priests responsible for its in­

auguration rituals, and act as the leading priests during the major temple festivals.
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ple festivals (see plate 6). Therefore, the final ritual which makes a candidate a fully- 

fledged priest is marriage (vivdha), another life-cycle ritual (samskara). Only after mar­

riage, can a priest act as main priests (acarya) during the four most important festivals 

at the Varadaraja temple celebrated every year.26 In addition, only after marriage can 

the priests of the Varadaraja temple initiate others.27

Although the adept should after his cakrabjamandaladiksa be eligible to touch the 

god in this temple, there are some factors of an entirely different character which could 

prevent him from doing so. Since the temple is run by the Hindu Religious and Charita­

ble Endowment Board (a governmental institution), no priest can perform the rituals in­

side the temple without a "written order" by the temple administration. This points to 

the fact that there is one more important literary genre regulating the ritual performed 

in the Varadaraja temple: court orders and administrative documents. Whether and 

when a candidate receives this written order depends on various factors, such as his re­

putation among the local influential Vaisnava communities, on whether the number of 

already acting priests is sufficient, or whether more acting priests are needed to guaran­

tee uninterrupted worship. It depends on the goodwill of the acting Executive Officer 

(EO) who issues these written orders, and it depends the candidate's actual skill in per­

forming the required ritual actions.

Eligibility versus ability

I want to focus especially on this last point for the remaining part of this essay, since 

the question of the ability, in contrast to the eligibility to perform the rituals "for oth­

ers" in the temple has been an important issue in south Indian temple politics for more 

than a century now. This issue is also implicitly taken up in several ways by the legisla­

tion mentioned in the beginning of this paper, which aims at opening up the temple 

priest profession to all strata of society.

Criticism of the priests' ability to "perform rituals properly" has a long tradition. 

Priestly competence was generally put into question at the end of the 19th and through­

out the 20th century. At that time, in the course of modern temple reform in Tamil Na­

du, many complaints were voiced about the mismanagement of temples, and also about 

the alleged "low performance standards", "ignorance", "laxity" and lack of education 

of the priests (see, e.g. Presler 1978: 115).28 As one consequence, attempts were made

26 These festivals are Brahmotsava, Vasantotsava, Pallavotsava and Pavitrotsava.

27 In practice, however, the initiation of the young priests at this temple is usually done by the eldest 

acting priest only, or in his name. Initiation to others, who are going to perform rituals in other 

Vaisnava temples, can be conferred by any married priest of this temple. I am told that others than 

members of the priestly families in Kahcipuram, Srirangam and Melkote are not supposed to con­

fer initiation on others.

28 On the traditionally low status of temple priests (termed devalaka), see also Husken (2009a: 54ff.).
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Plate 7: Students in the Agama Pathasala in Madurantakam.

to offer a standardised training for temple priests and other ritual specialists. Special 

training institutions (named Agama schools, Pathasala or Vidyapitha) were established 

(see plate 7).

In 1964 a new service rule issued by the Hindu Religious and Charitable Endow­

ment Department stated that every newly appointed priest needs a certificate issued by 

an Agama school or its equivalent. Although this service rule has so far not been con­

sistently enforced, priests are well aware of the fact that this might happen. Therefore, 

many temple priests' families in Kaheipuram, who enjoy hereditary rights to perform 

worship, encourage their male children to subscribe to such courses in an Agama 

school and earn a certificate of sorts.

Hand in hand with the demand, from government and the general public, for a "bet­

ter education" of temple priests went efforts to print and publish texts on temple ritu­

als. Fuller says: "Agamic education as it operates in the modern era is predicated upon 

the existence of texts that are accessible, and serve as standardized source of authorita­

tive knowledge. In producing such texts, printing and publication have played a crucial 

role" (Fuller 2003: 86). Many of the Sanskrit ritual texts (Agamas and Samhitas) were 

then printed for the first time, and distributed among the temple priests. One of the
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aims of printing the books in great number was their potential use for educating the 

young priests in Agama schools or Pathasalas.

As Presler (1978: 123f.) reports, in the late 1970 ironically the temple priests' orga­

nisation "South India Arcaka Sangham" itself demanded compulsory education for the 

arcakas, establishing learning institutions for them, and not admitting uneducated arca- 

kas even if they enjoy hereditary rights. It thus seems that the accusations of "low per­

formance standards" were internalised by the priests themselves. Today, too, many of 

the elder priests complain about the general lack of education and interest in the young­

er priestly generations.

This internalisation of the accusation of "low performance standards", together with 

the concept that "text is authority", are formative factors for the present day's priest's 

reference to the mediaeval ritual texts in Sanskrit as the main authority for the perform­

ance of the rituals in their temple.

However, a standardized education for temple priests had never actually existed be­

fore (see Good 2004: 134). The traditional mode of transmitting ritual knowledge was 

rather shaped by the personal relationship between the student and the learning envi­

ronment created by the teacher, and the concrete performance of the ritual was mainly 

determined by the specific local traditions, and the relationship of the officiating priest 

and the commissioner and sponsor of the ritual in question, the yajamdna. Establishing 

institutionalised training centres such as the Pathasalas thus resulted in the de-indi- 

vidualizing as well as the de-localizing of the training: neither the specific relationship 

between teacher and student, nor local traditions and customs were supposed to shape 

ritual performance. This was a radical departure from the then prevalent practice. What 

was sold as a "return to tradition" did in fact result in a "reinvention of tradition."

In contrast to this learning by participating in the life and ritual practice of the 

teacher, in many of the present day Agama schools learning of texts and theoretical 

knowledge is emphasised. However, the effect of the inclusion of "canonical texts" in 

the curriculum of the Agama schools on the quality of education was evidently mis­

judged. According to a report by a Government Commission, the introduction of uni­

form reading of certain texts as well as timetables, and also uniformity in the examina­

tions, contributed instead to a decline in learning (see Michaels 2001: 5).

The lack of emphasis on practical training is evidently one of the major disadvan­

tages of many of the Agama schools. This, however, is already built into the very con­

cept underlying these institutions, namely that knowing the Agama texts inevitably im­

plies that one is capable of performing the rituals, and that standardised texts alone are 

perceived and represented as the source of authoritative knowledge (see Fuller 2003: 

86). In fact, as indicated above, these ritual texts (Agama / Sarnhita) do not contain de­

tailed instructions about how to perform the rituals (see ibid.: 82), and evidently they 

never were meant to be used as "how to do" handbooks: "they are written for func­

tioning priests and serve them as compendious references, sanctions, and models more



Challenges to a Vaisnava Initiation? 315

than exhaustive procedural guides" (Welbon 1984: 72).29

Interviews among the priests of the Varadaraja temple who attended courses in 

these Agama schools, but also among the experienced elder priests clearly indicate that 

the ability to perform the rituals is not acquired in these institutions. Priestly compe­

tence does not only include the adherence to written ritual rules, but also the ability of 

the main actors to convince the audience and to maintain this conviction. The per­

formers achieve this thorough knowledge in the rituals' practical performance in the 

first instance from learning with their fathers, or with other male elders, and through 

their constant exposure to the temple's ritual procedures and setting.30 This dimension 

of rituals is connected with aspects of technique, but also with contextual knowledge, 

and, as Schieffelin puts it, with the performer's interactive and improvisational abilities 

(see Schieffelin 1998: 198; 1996: 62f. and 80).

Conclusion

What does this mean for the initial question, namely the implications of the 2006 legis­

lation by the DMK government to "open up the temple priests' profession to all com­

munities", and the—at first sight—surprising lack of concern among the hereditary 

Brahmin temple priests about the issue? Presler (1978) concluded that the priests' lack 

of organized resistance against a similar legislation (issued in the early 1970s) was 

caused by the priests' perpetual (economic) dependence on the state, by their lack of an 

efficient organization to enforce their interests, and by the internal social and sectarian 

division which prevents common action. However, in the present situation major fac­

tors seem rather to be the priests' awareness of the differences in eligibility (adhikara) 

that is conferred by one and the same initiation ritual, their experience that these legis­

lations are likely to be abolished as soon as the political wind changes, and their aware­

ness that the skills to perform public rituals convincingly is attained through practice, 

experience, and by being from childhood onwards constantly exposed to the ritual rou­

tine in the temple. It seems that it is mainly this factor that results in the priests' own 

conviction that they cannot be easily dismissed. Since they have spent their lives en­

gaged in these ritual activities the recent confrontation with the establishment of Agama 

schools for "all communities", which could be a threat to their inherited professional 

specialization, leaves them rather undazzled."

29 The large number of ritual texts of the concerned Vaisnava traditions suggests that the officiants of 

both temple and domestic ritual have never been unanimous regarding the performance of rituals. 

Evidently there always have been local traditions, personal styles, and even ritual "fashions", 

handed down not only in written records, but also by different performative and oral traditions.

30 I pursue this issue further in Husken 2009b. There I argue that not only in the context of highly 

performative rituals, such as possession and healing rituals, but also in text-dominated, predomi­

nantly rule-governed ritual traditions such as this Vaisnava tradition, the body and questions 

concerning the body-mind distinction are important issues.

31 However, slight irritations arose when the priest mentioned in n. 1 of this article was stylised as 

"new Ambedkar" in an article published in the Tamil magazine "Nakiran", on 14.5.2008 (pp. 3-4).
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