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Abstract: Shiva traditions are those whose focus is the 
deity Shiva and a Shaiva/Shaivite is a Hindu who 
follows the teachings of Shiva (Sivasana). Kashmiri 
Shaivism is a system of idealistic monism based on the 
Shivasutra. This system deals with the three-fold 
principle of God, Soul, and Matter, it is called 
Trikasastra or simply Trika. It is a system of ideal 
Monism founded by Vasugupta. Its central position is 
that there is only one Ultimate Principle, but this 
principle has two aspects, one transcendental and the 
other immanent. The present paper is an attempt to 
understand the growth and development of Shiva 
traditions in Kashmir, with special focus on 
Trikasaivism. The paper shall also make an attempt to 
explore the diversity of the tradition through the 
practices and the doctrine. It shall also attempt to show 
a distinctive religious imaginary that sets Trikasaivism 
apart from other Indian traditions.  

Unlike most ancient cultural traditions of India about which 
we know very little, the culture and history of Kashmir is not 
completely opaque to the intellectual historian. Especially in 
Kalhana's Rajatarahgint, written in the 12th century A.D., we 
have an important quasi-history or near-history of the 
Kashmir area which provides a valuable and reasonably 
accurate picture of the social-cultural life of the region from 
the eighth or ninth centuries onward.1 Prior to eighth 
century, we know that Kashmir was a centre for Buddhist 
studies.2 Already in the reign of Asoka in the 3rd century B.C., 
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some Buddhist traditions had spread to the Kashmir region.3 
Moreover, from the first few centuries A.D., beginning with 
the reign of Kaniska and thereafter, Kashmir became an 
important centre for northern Buddhist developments 
including traditions of Sarvastivada,4 the Greco-Buddhist art 
of Gandhara, and early Mahayana, both in its popular 
manifestations and in its more intellectual formulations of 
Madhyamika and Yogacara. Running parallel through these 
Buddhist centuries in the Kashmir area, there were also 
developing traditions of an archaic Naga cult5 together with 
the emergence of the early texts of Saivagama, although very 
little is known about these latter traditions prior to the 8th or 
the 9th century.6 At any rate, there is enough evidence, even 
for these earlier centuries, to suggest that, in-spite of the 
geographical isolation of the Kashmir valley, the region was 
unusually cosmopolitan, wherein traditions of Buddhist, 
Hindu, Jain, Central Asian and even Mediterranean culture 
freely intermingled and cross-fertilized one another. 

Development of Shaivism in Kashmir 

The history of the introduction of Shaivism in Kashmir is 
shrouded in mystery. Some archaeologists have discovered 
traces of Shiva worship in the proto-historic Harappan 
culture. It is not known, whether the Shiva of Kashmir was an 
immigrant from the neighboring Indus valley or was of local 
origin. The conception of Rudra Shiva of the Vedic Aryans 
perhaps might have had some influence on the development 
and early growth of Saivism in the valley, but in a definite 
assertion on the point must be hazardous and risky.7 
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Whatever might have been the origin of Shaivism in Kashmir, 
there is no doubt that Shiva as a popular deity was widely 
worshipped in the valley from a remote period. If Kalhana is 
to be believed, there was a shrine of Shiva-Vijayesa even in 
pre-Ashokan days.8 The account of Shiva worship in Kashmir 
from Ashoka till we come to 8th century AD has been 
gleaned principally from the first three books of the 
Rajatarangini and as such cannot claim to be wholly 
trustworthy. The facts furnished by Kalhana, however, 
indicate in the main, the wide prevalence of the Shiva cult in 
the valley from an early period.9 While coming to the more 
sober portions of Kalhana’s work, we find innumerable 
references to the foundations of Shiva shrines, erection of 
temples in humour of Shiva, etc. These references, more 
reliable than the former ones, help us to portray the actual 
picture of Shaivism in Kashmir in later days. The Karkotas 
came to occupy the throne of Kashmir in the 7th century. 
Some members of this family were devoted to the cult of 
Shiva. Lalitaditya erected a lofty temple of stone for Shiva 
Jyestharudra and made a grant of land and villages for the 
maintenance of the temple.10 He also offered a large amount 
of money to the shrine of Shiva Bhutesa.11 The king’s love for 
Shaivism was perhaps contagious and his minister 
Mitrasarman founded a shrine of Shiva Mitresvara.12 Shaivism 
received patronage also from the Utpalas, who succeeded the 
Karkotas. Avantivarman’s minister Sura built at 
Suresvarilsetra a temple in honour of Shiva and his consort.13 
Shiva was worshiped with great devotion not only in the 
Karktoa and Utpala period, but also in the succeeding ages.  

Early Kashmir Shaivism was of the Pasupata sect.14 
According to a tradition recorded in the Mahabharata, the 
Pasupata doctrine was preached first by Shiva Srikantha. It is 
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interesting to note that Shiva Srikantha was also regarded in 
the Valley as the promulgator of Shivagama or Agamanta 
Shaivism15 which included within itself the system of 
Pasupata. The early Kashmir Shaivism, based on a number of 
Tantras seems to have preached a dualistic doctrine. From 
the 8th or 9th century, however, the Shiva system of Kashmir 
assumed a new character. Based on pure Advaita Tatva, it 
henceforth began to preach a sort, of idealistic monism. The 
new system took the name of Trika Sastra.  

Growth and Development of Trika Shaivism 

Although the school of Trika shaivism was founded in the 8th 
century A.D. by Vasugupta, traces of the philosophy can be 
found in the literature produced quite earlier dating back to 
pre-Christian era.16 A few imaginative persons have read the 
cardinal principles of Trika in the cuneiform signs on clay 
tablets of the Sumerian king, priest, Gudea. It may or may not 
be a well founded speculation, but it seems plausible that in 
remote antiquity some sages were acquainted with the basic 
formulations of Trikashastra. In his work Shiv Drishti, 
Somananda who lived in 2nd half of the 9th century narrates 
in outline the story of Trika. This is the earliest account of its 
traditional history. He claimed that the philosophy was first 
formulated twenty generations (or roughly eight hundred 
years) before him. He has told us of the masterminds who 
contributed to the evolution of the Trika thought before it 
was presented in a concise and accurate form only a hundred 
years before his own birth. 

Another historian-philosopher Kshemaraja mentions the 
immediate cause of the founding of Kashmiri Shaivism. 
According to him, there prevailed two mutually conflicting 
systems of thought in the 8th century in the valley. One of 
them led by a Buddhist teacher, Naga-Bodhi, and his well-
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disciplined band, taught Nihilist doctrines; they had earned 
the sobriquets like Nastiknam Pursara (Front rank leaders of 
Nihilists) and Atmeshvara Nirosaka (Repellers of Atman and 
Ishvara).17 Opposed to them were Nareshavar-bhedvadina, the 
adherents of dualistic system holding man and God eternally 
separate from each other. Kshemaraja says that the dust 
raised by the recurrent clashes of the zealots in the two 
schools concealed the monistic mysteries of Shaivism and the 
danger of its disappearance from the world was real. It was in 
these circumstances that Vasugupta came forward arraigning 
both the schools as incomplete and misguided. He 
propounded Shiva Sutras, a compendium in which the tenets 
of monistic idealism were succinctly adumbrated in a 
scholarly fashion. 

It was, however, the political expansion under the 
powerful king, Lalitaditya, in the 8th century, and the 
cultural consolidation under King Avantivarman in the 9th 
century that presumably provided the social reality requisite 
for the emergence of what we now call Kashmir Shaivism. 
Hindu culture, in all of its dimensions, was patronized and 
encouraged, including poetry, drama, music, dance, darsana, 
vydkarana, temple building, smrti, purdna, and Tantra. Well-
known Brahmana-panditas were brought from elsewhere in 
North India to Kashmir, and Abhinavagupta, in a later text, 
comments that his ancestor, Atrigupta, came to Kashmir by 
invitation of King Lalitaditya in this period.18 It should be 
noted, moreover, that even in this time of Hindu ascendancy, 
Buddhist studies were also encouraged, and one can only 
wonder about and perhaps envy the vigorous debates and 
intellectual exchange that must surely have taken place in the 
period. It should also be noted that this was probably the era 
of the great Shankaracharya, and one is strongly tempted to 
believe the tradition which asserts that Safikara visited 
Kashmir during his career both to carry on his polemic 
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against the Buddhists as well as to help reshape the older 
dualistic Shiva traditions in the region. 

In any case, a reshaping of the older Shiva traditions was 
precisely what took place, and the reshaping moved primarily 
in two distinct directions. Vasugupta and Kallata are credited 
with the founding of Spanda-Sistra, a collection of religious 
speculations focusing around the idea of consciousness as 
‘vibration’ and Somanandaand Utpaladeva are generally 
credited with establishing Pratyabhijhii-Sastra, a collection of 
philosophical writings dealing mainly with the notion of 
‘recognition’.19 Both traditions apparently grew out of the 
older Saivagama and undoubtedly represent efforts to 
construct more sophisticated interpretations of Shaivite 
religion and philosophy.20 These religio-philosophical 
traditions taken together are referred to as the Trika, that is, 
triple, threefold or ‘forming a triad’, usually construed to 
mean the triad Shiva, Shakti, and Anu, or the triad Pati, Pasa, 
and Pasu (that is, the lord, the fetters, the souls, respectively). 
The Sanskrit literature of the movement is extensive, and the 
active intellectual life of the movement runs from the late 8th 
or early 9th centuries through the 12th or 13th centuries or 
roughly until the period that Kashmir came under the 
influence of Islam. Key figures in the movement, in addition 
to Vasugupta, Kallata, Somananda, and Utpaladeva, included 
Laksmana, Ramakantha, Abhinavagupta, Ksemaraja, 
Yogaraja, and Jayaratha.21 
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It was primarily, however, in the later part of the 10th 
century and the early 11th and interestingly in the reign of 
Queen Didda22 that the school reached its highest point 
under the influence of one of the most remarkable minds that 
India has ever produced, Abhinavagupta.23 Coming from a 
famous Brahman family, Abhinavagupta was trained, 
according to tradition, in Shaiva philosophy, the Kula and 
Krama systems of the Hindu Tantra, Jain thought, and 
Mahayana Buddhist philosophy (primarily Yogacara).24 In 
addition, his numerous writings indicate a careful training in 
traditions of the philosophy of language as represented in 
Mimamsaka and Naiyayika thought as well as the linguistic 
speculations of the famed Bhartrhari, together with a careful 
training in Alamkarasastra or Sanskrit poetics as represented 
in the works of Bharata, Anandavardhana, Bhattanayaka, and 
Bhattatauta.25 He composed numerous works touching on 
many of these subjects and, according to all accounts, made 
distinctive contributions primarily in three areas: first, in the 
area of Pratyabhijhii-Sastra, in which his Isvarapratya- 
bhijhavivrtivimarsin, his Laghvivrtti, and his Paramirthasara 
became perhaps most well-known; second, in the area of 
Alamkara-sastra, in which his Dhvanyalokalocana and his 
Abhinavabharati became famous; and finally in the area of 
Tantra, in which he set forth a massive twelve-volume 
synthesis of the mystical Shaiva philosophy and Tantra, 
known as Tantraloka.26 As just indicated, his corpus is so vast 
and difficult that there has been a tendency to focus on one 
or another aspect of his work, thereby creating the 
impression that these various areas of his interest were really 
quite separate. As translations and studies have emerged, 
however, and as one begins to get a picture of 
Abhinavagupta's technical terminology, which clearly carries 
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over into all the areas of his interests (namely, philosophy of 
language, philosophy of religion, Tantra and poetics), one 
begins to get a sense of an overall integrity and intellectual 
program that, in many ways, is one of the most remarkable 
legacies of classical or medieval Indian culture, as valuable as 
and in many ways more impressive than that of Kalidasa, 
Nagarjuna, Vasubandhu, Saiikara, or Ramanuja. Subsequent 
development in Indian poetics, even down to our own time, is 
inconceivable apart from Abhinavagupta, and many of the 
later poetic theologies of the Vaisnava Goswamins in North 
India as well as the later systematic interpretations of theistic 
Vainava and Shaiva thought in South India undoubtedly owe 
much to his contribution.27 

The Tantric Shaivites were divided into different sects on 
the basis of the different ācāras followed by different groups. 
The main ācāras were Daksinaācāra, Samayaācāra, 
Vamaācāra, Kaulaācāra, Mata ācāra and Trikaācāra. The last 
one of these was predominantly popular among the Shaivas 
of Kashmir. The use of five makārās (wine, meat, fish, roasted 

corn and sex) was essentially prescribed in Kaulācāra  the 
ācāra whose popularity in Kashmir was only next to 
Trikaācāra. Trikaācāra, however agrees with the Kaula view 
that the limitless divine self-bliss can be experienced through 
sensual enjoyments. The use of makrās has been 
recommended in couplets 69-74 of the Vijnānabhairava, an 
important scriptural work on the Trika system. 
Abhinavgupta, the famous exponent of Kashmiri Shaivism, 
maintains that an aspirant can have access to the limitless 
divine bliss called jagadānanda through an experience of 
sensual enjoyments. Vamācāra prescribed an excessive use of 
intoxicants without any element of modesty in its practice. 
While Kaulas used makārās in closed compartments called 
Kulacakras, Vamācārins took it publically. Daksinācāra 
prohibits the use of such objects. The Mata ācāra has a 
position in between the Kaula and Trikaācāra. 
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True, the tradition of heterodoxy was so old and so strong 
in Kashmir that Tirumular, the earliest of the Siddhas of 
Tamil Nadu assigned to the second half of the seventh 
century, is believed to have come from Kashmir.28 Siddhas, it 
may be mentioned, were anti-ritual, anti-ceremonial and 
anti-caste. There is almost total absence of any cult of a local 
deity in the poems of Tirumular. Just as we find in Kashmir, 
theistic non-conformism growing and culminating in blunt 
and direct attacks on the established religious order by the 
time of Lalla, similarly among Tamil Siddhas, we notice  that 
the rebellion against the Brāhmanical order becoming blunt 
and direct as the time passed. Interestingly, the substance, 
tone and tenor of the poems of the Tamil Siddhas closely fall 
in line with the outspoken vaakh of Lalla29. 

The Shiva monism of Kashmir has a pragmatic approach 
towards the problems of philosophy. It is neither rigidly 
idealistic like the Advaita Vedanta and Buddhism, nor so 
realistic as the Nyaya-Vaisesikaor Samkhya. The universe, 
according to it, is neither like a mirage, nor like the child of 
barren women. It is a reality for all practical purposes. But it 
is not an absolute reality, because it is a creation. It exists in 
the absolute reality in the form of pure, limitless and all 
containing consciousness. That consciousness, called 
Parama-Siva, is ever vibrating because of its being 
consciousness and its vibrative nature is called Spanda. 
Spanda which exists in Parama-Siva in the form of pure 
consciousness appears, by stages, in its phenomenal aspect in 
the manner of a reflection appearing in a mirror.30A mirror 
bears the reflection of outward objects, but the mirror of pure 
consciousness bears the reflections of its own powers.  

Kashmiri Shaivism accepts no restrictions based on caste, 
creed, sex, etc. Every curious and devout aspirant can have 
access to it both theoretically and practically. It gives more 
importance to practice than to bookish knowledge and logical 
discussions. In its theory, it comes closer to the theism of 
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Bhagavadgita and not to the nihilism of Nagarjuna. In 
practice, it does not prescribe the ‘profession’ of monks but 
advises to live the life of a householder and to practice, side 
by side, the Shiva yoga for the sake of self-realisation. 

These Shiva philosophers did not at all try to disturb the 
age-old religion of the masses. They advocated the practice of 
the then established Brahmanical Hinduism based on Vedas, 
Smrits and tradition. They also advocated the practice of 
Shiva worship in temples, at sacred places and in homes. In 
addition to these outward aspects of religion, they preached 
the practice of Shiva-yoga in accordance with the Trika and 
Kula system of Tantric practice. The Kula system advocated 
the use of Makaras consisting of Mamsa (meat), matsya 
(fish), madya (wine) and even mudra (A sort of cake as well as 
a supreme yogic practice). This Kula practice was performed 
in closed-door compartments called Kulacakras. One had to 
keep in his mind concentrated in meditation while enjoying 
outwardly all these means of sense pleasure. Indulgence in 
these sensual activities had not to be allowed to disturb the 
meditation of an aspirant.31 When an aspirant could succeed 
thoroughly in controlling the effects of these means of sense 
pleasure and in keeping his mind immersed in meditation, he 
would afterwards attain such a psychological state in which 
he could constantly enjoy the divine bliss of his unity with 
Parama-Siva even while doing all the worldly activities. He 
would not then require any formal practice in a secluded 
place under any special discipline for that purpose. An 
aspirant gets access to the limitless and divine self-bliss 
through the path of worldly enjoyment by the means of this 
Tantric practice.32 

To be sure, religious history of Kashmir prior to Islam is 
nothing but a record of assimilation of innovation, 
adaptation, compromise, reformulation and above all a 

search for truth  the truth to be discovered by each 
generation. There was all along a section of intellectuals who 
were always in the process of becoming and never fully 
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formed. It was largely because of these dynamic and changing 
actors that we see a dynamic and changing religious history. 
Certain facts mentioned in Kalhana’s Rajatarangini namely 
flexibility of Varna Ashrama Dharma, persecution of 
Brahmans, spoliation of temples, revoking of Agraharas and 
imposing taxes up on Brahamans by rulers, killing of cows 
and eating of beef, matrimonial relations with other religious 
and cultural groups, absence of sati among the general 
populous, taking of arms by Brahmans, drinking of wine by 
Brahmana Gurus while singing their chants, life of the 
ascetics, revising of traditional doctrines, texts of their own 
by gurus, etc., only point to fluid religious milieu of the 
period. 

 
 


