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From Our Hindu Lexicon

���7�Z�c�X�b�\���
���7�Z�c�P�������þ���V����“Doctrine of power.” 
The religion followed by those who worship 
the Supreme as the Divine Mother—Shakti 
or Devi—in Her many forms, both gentle 

and fierce. Shaktism is one of the four primary sects of 
Hinduism. Shaktism’s first historical signs are thousands 
of female statuettes dated ca  BCE recovered at the 
Mehrgarh village in India. In philosophy and practice, 
Shaktism greatly resembles Saivism, both faiths promul-
gating, for example, the same ultimate goals of advaitic 
union with Siva and moksha. But Shaktas worship Shakti 
as the Supreme Being exclusively, as the dynamic aspect 
of Divinity, while Siva is considered solely transcendent 
and is not worshiped. There are many forms of Shaktism, 
with endless varieties of practices which seek to capture 
divine energy or power for spiritual transformation. Geo-
graphically, Shaktism has two main forms, the Shrikula 

“family of the Goddess Shri (or Lakshmi),” which respects 
the brahminical tradition (a mainstream Hindu tradition 
which respects caste and purity rules) and is strongest 
in South India; and the Kalikula, “family of Kali,” which 
rejects brahminical tradition and prevails in Northern 
and Eastern India. Four major expressions of Shaktism 
are evident today: folk-shamanism, yoga, devotionalism 
and universalism. Among the eminent mantras of Shak-
tism is: Aum Hrim Chandikayai Namah, “I bow to Her 
who tears apart all dualities.” There are many varieties 
of folk Shaktism gravitating around various forms of the 
Goddess, such as Kali, Durga and a number of forms of 
Amman. Such worship often involves animal sacrifice and 
fire-walking, though the former is tending to disappear.

�J�P�X�b�W�Ÿ�P�e�X�b�\���
�J�P�X�b�W�Ÿ�P�e�P�������ý���%�ý One of the 
four major religions, or denominations of 
Hinduism, representing roughly half of the 
world’s one billion Hindus. It gravitates 

around the worship of Lord Vishnu as Personal God, His 
incarnations and their consorts. The doctrine of avatara 
(He who descends), especially important to Vaishnavism, 
teaches that whenever adharma gains ascendency in the 
world, God takes a human birth to reestablish “the way.” 
There are either ,  or  avataras of Vishnu, according 
to various scriptures. The most renowned avataras were 
Rama and Krishna. The last to come will be Kalki, the har-
binger of a golden age on Earth. Vaishnavism stresses the 

personal aspect of God over the impersonal, and bhakti 
(devotion) as the true path to salvation. The goal of Vaish-
navism is the attainment of mukti, defined as blissful 
union with God’s body, the loving recognition that the 
soul is a part of Him, and eternal nearness to Him in Vai-
kuntha, heaven. Foremost among Vaishnava scriptures 
are the Vaishnava Agamas, Bhagavad Gita and Bhagavata 
Purana. Among the earliest schools were the Panchara-
tras and the Bhagavatas. The five major contemporary 
schools (founded between  and ) are those of 
Ramanuja (Shri Vaishnavism), Madhva, Nimbarka, Val-
labha and Chaitanya. Philosophically they range from 
Madhva’s pure dualism to Vallabha’s lofty monistic vision. 

�G�\�P�a�c�X�b�\�����7���ì�}����Sect based on the second-
ary scriptures (smriti). The most liberal of 
the four major Hindu denominations, an 
ancient Vedic brahminical tradition (ca  

BCE) which from the th century onward was guided and 
deeply influenced by the Advaita Vedanta teachings of 
the reformist Adi Sankara. Its adherents rely mainly on 
the classical smriti literature, especially the Itihasas
(Ramayana and Mahabharata, the latter of which 
includes the Bhagavad Gita), Puranas and Dharma 
Shastras. These are regarded as complementary to and a 
means to understanding the Vedas. Smartas adhere to 
Sankara’s view that all Gods are but various representa-
tions of Saguna Brahman. Thus, Smartas are avowedly 
eclectic, worshiping all the Gods and discouraging sec-
tarianism. The Smarta system of worship, called panchay-
atana puja, reinforces this outlook by including the major 
Deity of each primary Hindu sect of ancient days: Gane-
sha, Surya, Vishnu, Siva and Shakti. To encompass a sixth 
important lineage, Sankara recommended the addition 
of a sixth Deity, Kumara. Thus he was proclaimed shan-
mata sthapanacharya, founder of the sixfold system. One 
among the six is generally chosen as the devotee’s pre-
ferred Deity, Ishta Devata. For spiritual authority, Smartas 
look to the regional monasteries established across India 
by Sankara, and to their pontiffs. These are the headquar-
ters of ten orders of renunciate monks who spread the 
Advaita Vedanta teachings far and wide. Within Smartism 
three primary religious approaches are distinguished: 
ritualistic, devotional and philosophical.

���P�X�e�X�b�\���
���P�X�e�P�������þ���ý����The religion followed 
by those who worship Siva as supreme God. 
Oldest of the four sects of Hinduism. The 
earliest historical evidence of Saivism is 

from the ,-year-old Indus Valley civilization in the 
form of the famous seal of Siva as Lord Pashupati, seated 
in a yogic pose. In the Ramayana, dated astronomically at 
 BCE, Lord Rama worshiped Siva, as did his rival Rav-
ana. Buddha in  BCE was born into a Saivite family, 
and records of his time speak of the Saiva ascetics who 
wandered the hills looking much as they do today. There 
are many schools of Saivism, six of which are Saiva Sid-
dhanta, Pashupata Saivism, Kashmir Saivism, Vira Saivism, 
Siddha Siddhanta and Siva Advaita. They are based firmly 
on the Vedas and Saiva Agamas, and thus have much in 

common, including the following principal doctrines: ) 
the five powers of Siva—creation, preservation, destruc-
tion, revealing and concealing grace; ) The three catego-
ries: Pati, pashu and pasha (“God, souls and bonds”); 
) the three bonds: anava, karma and maya; ) the three-
fold power of Siva: icchha shakti, kriya shakti and jnana 
shakti; ) the thirty-six tattvas, or categories of existence; 
) the need for initiation from a satguru; ) the power of 
mantra; ) the four padas (stages): charya (selfless service), 
kriya (devotion), yoga (meditation), and jnana (illumina-
tion); ) the belief in the Panchakshara as the foremost 
mantra, and in rudraksha and vibhuti as sacred aids to 
faith; ) the beliefs in satguru (preceptor), Sivalinga 
(object of worship) and sangama (company of holy per-
sons).
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AYYAPPANISM: Ayyappan (also known 
as Shasta, Dharmasastha or Manikan-
dan) is the God of self-control, cour-
age and strength, riding on a wild tiger. 
His origin is depicted in diff erent ways 

across various regions but it’s commonly said He is the 
son of Siva and Mohini. Popular almost exclusively in 
South India, worshipers of Ayyappan can be found in 
Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. A central practice of 
the tradition is an annual 41-day pilgrimage to His pri-
mary temple, Sabarimala, during which celibacy, teeto-
talism and vegetarianism must be strictly observed—a 
fi tting tapas for devotees of the Lord of self-control. 

GANAPATISM: This stream of Hindu-
ism is wildly popular in Maharashtra, 
where followers of Ganapati go beyond 
the universal reverence Hindus have for 
Ganesha as the elephant-headed Lord 

of Obstacles and declare Him to be the Supreme Being. 
Ardent acolytes distinguish themselves by a red circle 
on their forehead, as well as the tattoo of an elephant 
on their shoulder.

SURYAISM: Suryaites, or Sauras, wor-
ship the solar Deity, Lord Surya, as God. 
While sun worship has been present in 
India since the time of the Rig Veda, the 
most important Saura text, the Saura 

Samhita, was written in 941ce. Temples to Surya—built 
from 800 to 1000ce—can be found across North India, 
though many were destroyed by Muslim invaders. 
With decimation of temples and the killing of priests 

and followers, the Surya tradition declined in the 
12th century. Elements of the tradition have survived 
and are practiced to this day, notably the important 
Chhath puja, celebrated in West Bengal, Uttar Pradesh, 
Jharkhand and southern Nepal, in which prayers and 
austerities are off ered to Surya over a four-day period. 

KAUMARAM: Followers of the Kauma-
ram faith are found most commonly in 
South India and Sri Lanka. Kaumaras 
worship Lord Murugan as the Supreme 
Godhead, superior to even Siva, Shakti 

and Vishnu. Historically, the tradition came to promi-
nence when it was recognized by Adi Shankara, who 
incorporated Lord Kumara into his six-sect theological 
system, along with the Deity of fi ve other faiths, placing 
each on the Smarta home altar. Thus the renowned pro-
ponent of Advaita Vedanta strove to unify the various 
streams of worship under a single banner.

BALI HINDUISM: Widespread Hindu 
presence in Indonesia can be traced 
back to 78ce on the island of Java. As a 
result of Muslim invasions around 1400, 
Hindus were forced to consolidate in 

an area they could defend. Many Javanese Hindus fl ed 
to Bali, resulting in the development of Bali Hinduism. 
Known locally as “Agama Hindu Dharma,” it is a fusion 
of Indian Hinduism with indigenous Indonesian animist 
customs. Bali’s four million Hindus worship many Dei-
ties, including Ganesha and Acintya Siva, the Supreme 
Being, who is celebrated in wayang (shadow puppet) 
theater. He is the creator of Gods, Goddesses and all of 
existence.

DATTATREYA SAMPRADAYA: Follow-
ers of this sect consider Dattatreya, or 
Adinath, to be the Supreme Reality and 
Creator, the merger of Brahma, Vishnu 
and Siva. He is depicted as a sannyasin 

pursuing a simple life who achieves Self-Realization 
by observing nature. Followers are primarily found 
in Maharashtra, Karnataka, Goa, Telangana, Gujarat, 
Madh ya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Uttarakhand. Many 
traditions have ties to the Dattatreya lineage, includ-
ing the Natha sampradaya, Avadhuta sampradaya, 
Gurucharita tradition and various bhakti traditions.

Other Denominations

Hinduism is vast and varied. It has been said that it is 
best understood not as a religion, but as ten thou-

sand religions gathered under a single umbrella. Below 
are but a few of the many peripheral faiths and follow-
ings that make up Sanatana Dharma.

Procession: Village women carry off erings of 
decorated fruit baskets on their heads on their way 
to a local temple in Bali, Indonesia, June 25, 2012.
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