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The Utility of Vedic “samskara” Doctrines from the Perspective
of Hindu Tradition

Krishna Murari Tripathi *

Samskara, in Hinduism, 1s a term meaning a rite of passage. There are sixteen popular
samskaras in contemporary and Vedic Hinduism.

As per Paninian grammar, the Sanskrit word “samskara™ 1s formed from the verb
root “kr”” (dukritkarane') meaning “to do”. The pratyaya “ghai ” (to denote “the act of doing”)
1s added to form “kr+a”. The prefix “sam™ 1s added to form “sam+kr+a” and this 1s changed
to “sams+kr+a’ when the intended meaning 1s ornamentation (by Astadhyayi 6.1.137). By
Astadhyayr7.2.115, this changes to “samskara”, due to a special property of the pratvaya
“ghan " after roots that end in vowels.

In the Rgveda, the meaning of “samskara™ has been explained as purification. By the
insertion of the “s” after the prefix “sam™, the meaning of ornamenting 1s produced. That act
alone by which any distinction, excellence or virtue arises 1s known by the word “samskara’.
It 1s a technical term for a special act performed according to Vedic ordinance.

As also in the Chandogya-Upanisad:
“...esayannidamsarvampunatitasmadesaevayajnastasyamanascavakcavartanti.
tayoranyatarammanasasamskarotibrahmavacahotadhvaryurudgatanyataram™"
Meaning “Since he, moving, purifies all this, therefore 1s he the Sacrifice. Mind and

speech are his courses. The officiant called Brahma purifies [samskaroti] one of these courses

with the mind; the officiants known as Hofr, Adhvaryu and Udgair [purify] the other with
speech.”

In the Purva-Mimamsa-Siitras of Jaimini, use of the word samskara 1s seen
frequently. In all these usages but one, this word 1s used in the sense of purity or cleanness.
The one remaining instance uses the word to refer to the Upanayana ceremony.

The PMS commentator Sabara-Svamin also has provided a definition of samskdara in
the following words:

“samskaronamasabhavativasminjatepadarthobhavativogyahkasyacidarthasya.

Meaning that alone 1s an instance of a samskara after which a distinct capability is
produced 1n a substrate.

But in the Hindu law digest “Viramitrodaya”, samskara has been defined as
“vogyata” (fitness or propriety).

In Advaita-Vedanta, the term samskara 1s used to refer to the illusory superimposition
(mithyaropa) of material or psychological functions on the jiva (the embodied self).

Arts training” or grammatical correction’ are some of the meanings intended by the word

samskara 1n classical Sanskrit literature.

It has been shown by the celebrated writer Pt. MadhusudanOjha, who comments on
the Vedas in a scientific light, that the production of the ability to carry out karma (actions
prescribed by the Veda) 1s known as samskara. In his book Chandahsamiksa, he writes that
effecting in someone the fitness to perform a particular karma 1s samskara.

In Hindu society and culture, the sequence of rnites including Garbhadhana,
Upanayana and Vivaha (marriage) are well renowned as samskaras.

aalii

* Research Scholar, Deptt. of Veda, Faculty of SVDV, BHU, Varanasi-221005
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The Utility of Vedic “samskara™ Doctrines from the Perspective of Hindu Tradition 43

By all this, it can be said generally that the meaning of samskara in Hinduism 1s a
pure or sacred religious rite which 1s undertaken by people for initiation or for purification of
the body and antahkarana (which 1s composed of the four mental faculties, namely, manas,
the sensory mind, buddhi, the intellect or will that carries out decision making or
determination of meaning, citta, the reserve of memories, and ahamkara, the ego or sense of
“I" and “my”’), by which a person becomes a respected member of society. However,
samskaras traditionally also include vidhis (prescriptive rules) and nivamas (restrictions). The
end these have in view 1s not merely a metaphorical and/or material purification but also the
purification, initiation and fulness of people’s entire personalities. Generally 1t 1s believed by
Hindus that people who go through the samskara nituals according to the ordinances of
scripture become endowed with desirable virtuous qualities.

Therefore, we are able to say that, for Hindus, a samskarais not only for the sake of
displaying religious piety or commitment to social norms. In that light, we are of the opinion
that, in absence of an understanding of their value and utility, the idea that samskaras are to
be performed as conventions itself diminishes this value and utility. The Vivaha-Samskara 1s
an 1mportant samskara which establishes an enduring trust and unity between a woman and
man. The traditional belief 1s that when a couple 1s united by the Vivaha-Samskara and the
rules and restrictions of the scriptures are fully observed throughout the rites of marriage, a
bond of harmony and love comes about between the couple and disputes between them are
minimised. They enjoy a marital life full of peace and bliss and there 1s a companionship
between them, whether in sorrow or joy. In general Hindu society, weddings are often
conducted without regard for the scriptural injunctions. Often, they are used as an opportunity
for ornate displays of wealth. This serves to boost the ego, while the purpose of samskaras 1s
to moderate the ego.

Therefore, the original goal of samskaras 1s nothing but the installation of moral
virtues 1n people and so, the accomplishment of samskaras fosters these virtues 1n people. In
these samskaras 1s an integral system by which an individual becomes capable of leading a
virtuous life in society.

The sixteen samskaras beginning with Garbhadhana are generally practised
throughout India. Though up to forty samskaras are ordained 1n scriptures, these sixteen are
particularly popular and widely followed. It 1s believed in Hinduism that samskaras
performed throughout life are equivalent to a second birth. Indeed, this 1s one of 1deas used to
explain the term “dvija” or twice-born (“dvabhvamjanma-samskarabhyamjavateitidvijah™).
The samskaras are said to remove ritual impurities or defects obtained in the unclean
environment of the womb.

At present, only sixteen samskaras are popular. Therefore, in this paper, discussion of these
sixteen alone has been taken up. These 16 are:

* Garbhadhana (the conception rite)

* Pumsavana (the rite of nourishing the foetus)

» Simantonnayana (the parting of the expectant mother’s hair by the father)

» Jatakarma (the post-partum ceremony)

* Namakarana (the name-giving rite)

* Niskramana (the baby’s first exit from the room in which he or she 1s born)
* Annaprasana (the first feeding of solid food)

» Ciidakarma (the baby’s first haircut)

» Karnavedha (the ear-piercing rite)

* Upanayana (the sacred-thread ceremony for young boys)
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* Vedarambha (the commencement of Vedic training)

* Kesanta (the coming-of-age haircut and shave)

* Samavartana (the return home after the completion of education)
* Vivaha (marriage)

* Agnyvadhana (a fire ceremony performed alongside marriage)

* Antyesti (“the final offering,” the funerary rite)

Garbhadhana

Garbhadhana 1s the rite accompanying conception, or rather we can say it 1s a rite of
which conception is a part. The utility of conception 1s obvious but packaging it in a samskara
indicates that 1t 1s a holy act of religious import.

Pumsavana

After the act of conception, the next rite or samskara performed i1s known as
Pumsavana. Though it 1s undertaken by parents desiring either a male or a female child, it 1s
predominantly associated with the desire to have a male son as there 1s a widespread belief in
Hinduism that a son prevents his parents from going to naraka or hellish worlds after death
by performing their funerary rites. The particulars of the Pumsavana vary based on the gender
and attributes that the parents desire their child to have but, generally speaking, it 1s carried
out to nurture the foetus and endow 1t with strength, both physical and intellectual.

In the Smrtis, the appropriate time for performing Pumsavana has been discussed.
According to Manu and Yajnavalkya, it should be in the first two months of pregnancy.
Sankha also agrees with this prescription. According to Brhaspati, it should be after two
months have elapsed.

The RsiJatukarmmya ordains 1t be carried out in the second month while Paraskara
allows either the second or third month or even later if the moon 1s 1n a masculine naksatra
(meaning an asterism with a masculine name in Sanskrit 1s directly behind the moon as
viewed from earth). Regional and familial traditions are among the reasons for this diversity
of opimion. Brhaspati provides an additional allowance: he says that, if it the couple’s first
child, Pumsavana should be performed in the third month, while for later pregnancies, the
fourth, sixth or eighth month are permissible times.

Simantonnayana

The third rite for a foetus 1s Simantonnayana (“parting of the hair”). This rite 1s so
named because 1t involves the father parting the hair of the expectant mother.

The question arises: when should this samskara take place according to the
Grhyasutras, Smrtis and Jyautisa texts. Generally speaking, the Grhyasiitras prescribe the
fourth or fifth month of pregnancy. According to the Smriis in general, the rite should occur
in the sixth or eighth month. The astronomical texts allow for the rite to be performed at any
time before birth. However, some Smriti writers appear to be very liberal with regards to the
time. They go as far as saying that, if the rite has been performed by the time of birth, it can
even be performed post-partum with the infant in the mother’s lap.

Jatakarma

The Jatakarma rite (whose name means “the karma [performed] for a new-born
infant™) 1s the first of the sixteen performed after a child’s birth.The intention of this rite 1s to
rid the newborn of all ntual impunties attained while in the womb. It 1s also intended to
bolster the infant’s life expectancy and intelligence and is therefore considered a very special
samskara.
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Namakarana

Namakarana 1s the ritual in which the newborn baby 1s named. Yaska says 1n his
Nirukta that names are necessary for social interactions and so that particular individuals can
be specified in conversation. Brhaspati also says

“namakhilasyavyavaharahetuhsubhavahamkarmasubhdagyahetuh.
namnaivakirtimsamatemanusyastatahprasastamkhalunamakarma.”

The meaning of this 1s: “One’s name 1s the sole cause of [worldly] affairs. It 1s the
bringer of auspiciousness and cause for fortune in works. With a name alone does man attain
glory. Therefore, the name-giving rite is commendable!™
Niskramana

Niskramana 1s the event marking the infant’s first outing from the room 1n which it
was born. It 1s carried out as a preselected time with great attention given to protecting the
infant from dangers present in the environment.

Annaprasana

Annaprasana 1s the first ime the infant 1s fed solid food. Its religious purposes are
said to be to free the baby of the ritual impurities attained from nutrition via the umbilical
cord and to enable the infant to attain good health, strength and spiritual radiance. According
to Paraskara and others, particular mantras are to be chanted as part of this ritual and the
Istadevata (most revered deity of the parents), Kuladevata (tutelary deity of the family),
Gramadevata (tutelary village deity), along with various other deities, are to be worshipped
by piija before the feeding. Manu prescribes that this this ceremony be undertaken in the sixth
month of the baby’s life or at any other time that seems appropriate and auspicious to the
family as per their tradition.

Cidakarma

The Cidakarma 1s the first haircut of a male baby. A tuft of hair, known as a sikha, 1s
left uncut at the crown of the head. Its purpose i1s to serve as a symbol of Hindu identity,
enabling differentiation between Hindus and others. It i1s ordained for members of all four
varnas, unlike the sacred thread, which is only prescribed for the three dvijavarnas. There 1s a
popular saying in Sanskrit, “sikhavativamhindutvam™, meaning “having a sikha |represents]
being Hindu"”. There 1s a diversity of opinions on when the first haircut should be done. The
AsvalayanaGrhyasiitra says that the haircut should be performed in the third year of the
infant’s life or as per family tradition and that it 1s known to be performed by diverse
communities in the third or fifth year or even in the seventh along with the Upanayana
ceremony.

Karnavedha

Karnavedha 1s the ear-piercing ceremony of an infant. There 1s no elaborate
discussion of this rite 1n the Vedas, Grhvasitras, Smrtis or other scriptures. There is,
however, a mantra in the Atharvaveda appendix that 1s taken to be a prescription for this rite:

“lohitenasvadhitinamithunamkarnayohkrdhi.
akartasvinalaksyatadastuprajayabahu.”

This 1s interpreted to mean “Pierce the two ears with a metal needle. The earlobes are
then considered to be marked as domains of the twin Asvin gods.” Although this mantra 1s
cited 1n texts in relation to a description of cows, it 1s also taken to be an authority for the
Karnavedha rite.
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Upanayana

The Upanayvana 1s the sacred thread rnite performed just before the commencement of
a boy’s Vedic education. The word Upanayana, according to Paninian grammar, 1s formed
from the root “ni” (niiprapane’”), meaning “to lead”. The pratvaya “lyuf” changes it into
“nayana”, the act of leading. With the prefix “upa”, it means “leading or bringing near”. It 1s
a highly significant nitual involving the teacher drawing his new pupil towards himself and 1s
marked by instruction of the Gayatri mantra.

It 1s said:
“erhyoktakarmandayenasamipamniyateguroh.
balovedayatadyogadbalasyopanayamviduh.”

Meaning, “the rite ordained by the Grhiya canon, as part of which the boy 1s led to the
vicinity of his teacher for Vedic [study]. Therefore, they [the learned] know this rite as the
boy’s Upanayana.”

Vedarambha

Vedarambha means “commencement of Vedic study”. This rite 1s only mentioned by
name in Vydasa-smrti in the second section, namely “Kriyavidhi” or “rules for rituals™. It 1s not
explicitly named 1n other Smrtis, Grhvasiitras or scriptures, though clear indications to 1t are
widely available.

Kesanta

Kesanta (cutting of the hair) 1s also known by the name Godanasamskara (the rite of
gifting cows). This rite 1s connected with coming of age and symbolises the pupil’s entry into
youth and the end of his childhood. It entails shaving the pupil’s head hair and facial hair,
which 1s followed by the pupil gifting a cow or cows to a Brahmana. It 1s prescribed in the
sixteenth year of life. The auxiliary actions leading up to the haircut are the same as in the
Ciidakarma ceremony.

Samavartana

The word Samavartana 1s formed by adding the prefixes “sam™ and “a” to “vartana”,
which 1s formed by adding the “/yuf” pratvaya to the verb root “vriu”. The meaning of the
term 1s exit from the gurukula (teacher’s residence) and return to one’s family home upon
completing one’s formal study. It 1s said in Viramitrodaya
“tatrasamavartanamnamavedadhyayananantaragurukulatsvagrhagamanam.
upanayanasamskarahgurukulapravesarthamsamavartanasamskarogurukulatpratyvavartanart
ham.”

Meaning, “Returning to one’s familial home from the gurukula after completing
Vedic education 1s known as Samavartana. The Upanayana ceremony i1s performed for entry
into the gurukula, while the Samavartana rite 1s for the return home from the gurukula.”
Vivaha

Vivaha 1s the marriage rite of Hinduism. The word 1s formed from the root “vah”
meaning to carry or bear. The “ghan™ pratyvava makes “vaha”, meaning the act of bearing.
The prefix “vi”" means it 1s a special or “visista™ kind of bearing that is meant, according to,
for instance, the .F:abdaka{padruma, a Sanskrit lexicon. By convention, the term “vivaha™ 1s
taken to refer to the bearing of householder responsibilities by the couple or the acceptance of
the bride’s hand 1n marriage by the groom.

Agnyadhana (Agniparigraha)

The fire in which certain oblations, such as parched grain, are offered during marriage

1s known as avasathyvdgni or vivahagni. The rituals performed when this fire are kindled are
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known as Agnvdadhana. After these rituals, the fire must be preserved lifelong by the male
householder and the couple should daily perform rituals associated with its upkeep.
Antyesti

This 1s the final samskara in the Hindu sequence of life rites. It 1s performed after the
death of a person. Discussion of this ceremony is found throughout Hindu scriptures, starting
from the Vedas and ending with the Puranas. Even in contemporary times, after a person
passes away, an Antyestisamskara 1s performed for them according to their particular
sampradaya (denomination). According to the Grhyasitras, 1t 1s believed that the rites
starting from Jatakarma bestow prosperity and felicity to a person in life, while the
posthumous rite of Anivesti enables him or her to go to a desirable realm in the afterlife. It 1s
said the Jatakarmasamskara enables one to attain victory in this life, while the antyeShti does
so 1n the afterhife.

The significance of the sixteen samskaras

Hindu intellectual history, and, more widely, that of Dharmic religions in general, has
been influenced by the doctrine of rebirth (punarjanma). Following 1s a discussion of the
samskaras from the perspective of this doctrine.

The Bhagavad-Gita says:
“natvevahamjatundasamnatvamnemejanadhipah.
nacaivanabhavisyamahsarvevayamatahparam.”™"

Meaning, “But indeed never was there any moment when I did not exist, nor you, nor
these kings; and nor indeed shall we all cease to be hereafter.”

The belief of traditional scholars of Dharmic religions is that infants are born in their
present lives with impressions of actions performed in the previous life. These impressions
are also called samskaras and 1t 1s believed that one experiences their effects in one’s present
life. Generally 1t 1s seen that some people show religious or spiritual qualities from birth. The
mind of another revels in 1rreligious or unethical acts. Traditionally, this 1s taken to be
evidence for the theory of rebirth, the idea being one takes birth as per the influences of these
impressions. A definite recollection of these impressions i1s not found in a young child.
Therefore, correction, fostering or transformation of impressions from previous lives can be
effected through new impressions in the present life. By these new impressions, a
development of all the parts of the individual’s personality takes place. From time to time in
an individual’s life, such efforts to imprint new impressions are ordained. They are the very
samskdras that we have discussed. By these samskaras, there 1s a gradual development of the
individual’s physical, mental, intellectual and spiritual capabilities. By this the personality of
the individual 1s developed.

Therefore, 1n the Vedas, Puranas and Dharmasastras, the necessity for samskaras has
been proclaimed. As, through the application of heat, substances like gold are purified and
beautified and their true form 1s able to shine through, similarly the stimulating and
nourishing of humane qualities 1n humans are effected by the samskaras ordained by the
Vedic and non-Vedic canon in Hinduism. The intention of Hindu scriptural tradition 1s that a
person should undergo samskara rites in life as ordained by the scriptural texts. It 1s believed
that doing so fosters a propensity for sacred wisdom and a desire and capability for
understanding the Atman (self) and Paramatman (supreme being).

The I[sa-Upanisad says “avidyayamrtyumftirtvavidyaya'mrtamasnute” meaning “By
non-knowing or ignorance he transcends death and by knowledge he enjoys immortality™. In
the vast majority of Hindu schools of thought, the attainment of liberation or moksa 1s
considered the ultimate goal of human life. It 1s the fourth and final members of the
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purusdrthas, or ends of life. As said above, the samskaras are believed to purity the body and
mental faculties, manas, buddhi, citta and ahamkara. These latter four, collectively called the
antahkarana, when purified, motivate a person towards taking a religious path in life. By
taking such a path, moksa can be attained. In this connection, samskara 1s said to be of two
types, “maldpanavana” and “atisavadhana”, meaning respectively “that which removes
impurity” and “that which positively endows one with virtues”. TheManusmrti says that by
samskaras, impurities or sins accrued in the womb are washed away'™" and that samskaras
purify one in this life and the afterlife™. The Angirasa-smrti says that, just as appropriate
colours are used by skilled painters for making beautitul images (citra), samskaras pertormed
according to scriptural ordinances must be used to make a person’s character (caritra).

An analogy of a mirror 1s often quoted, wherein the first kind of samskara 1s like
removing dirt from the mirror surface while the second kind 1s akin to shining light on the
mirror. Here, moral or spiritual virtues can be compared to light. Three Sanskrit synonyms for
samskdra shed light on this idea of samskaras installing virtues in a person: bhavana,
meaning infusion or production; prativatna, meaning effort or exertion; and gundadhana,
meaning addition of virtues.

In Hinduism, samskaras are believed to benefit not only the individual who
undergoes them but also his or her family, society and nation and the entire world. The
performance of samskaras encourages one to have faith in the instructions of scripture and to
perform his duties in life, by doing which he experiences joy in life and ensures happiness in
future lives. According to Manu, religiously carrying out the five mahayajnas (great
sacrifices) makes one eligible for attaining Brahman (the supreme source of existence).”

The sequential performance of samskaras in life 1s believed to cause a gradual
development of positive qualities in a person’s character. There are particular rules and
restrictions for all the samskaras, for instance limitations on when a couple who desire to
have a child should try to conceive. It 1s believed that not only does a foetus imbibe biological
nutrients from his mother but also that the mother’s mental state has a significant effect on the
child’s development. In the Mahabharata, there 1s a well known story in which Arjuna was
telling his pregnant wife Subhadra the techniques of entering and escaping from a military
formation known as a Cakravyitha. Subhadra fell asleep halfway through the exposition and
hence the foetus in her womb only learned how to break into the formation and not how to
exit from 1t. He, later named Abhimanyu, met his demise in the great war of the Mahabharata
when he became trapped in this very formation after successfully penetrating it.

In the Rgveda, 1t 1s said that both a mother and father should always remain cautious
that their children do not develop antisocial qualities.

According to Hindu scripture, a new born male 1s considered a siidra. A boy born 1n a
brahmana, ksatriva or vaisya family 1s only to be called a dvija (“twice-born™) after his
Upanayana ceremony. If he completes his Vedic training, he 1s known as a vipra (“learned™)
if he attains brahman by using his learning, he is known as a “brahmana’.

“janmanajayatesiudrahsamskaraddvijaucyate.
vedabhyasibhavedvipro brahma janatibrahmanah.”

Understandably, many Hindus are apathetic towards samskaras as they believe that
these are merely ceremonies of religious or social convention. On occasion, this 1s coupled
with an aversion for Vedic ordinances altogether. We are of the opinion that this sentiment
comes from an 1gnorance of the intended reasons for these samskaras and an indifference to
exploring these reasons. In precolonial India, children were raised in an environment in which
they were naturally exposed to these i1deas but, in contemporary times, this sort of exposure 1s
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rare. If children, and indeed adults, are exposed to traditional beliefs, we believe that they
shall be better equipped to judge for themselves what value their religious heritage holds for

them. It 1s our hope that our work 1s a small contribution towards this end.
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