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ABSTRACT

In India a system of ritualised prostitution, knoasm Devadasi System, exists. In this system augdally before
reaching the age of puberty, is dedicated or ndndea temple, continues in several southern siatdsding Andhra
Pradesh, Karnataka, Tamilnadu, Kerala and some parmlaharastra and Orissa. Literally meaning ,fenservant of
god, “Devadasi” is usually belong to the Dalit commity. The word “Devadasi” originates from two Shurits words
Devd" which means God and “Dasi” which means femaleas#rin this system, pre- puberty young girls weraried
off to the God or local deities of any temple ahe girls became the property of the preist, otherates of the temple and
also local land lords and zamindars. The sayinglamathi is Devdasi devachi, bayko saarya gavachieans servant of
God but the wife of whole town. Devadasi cult pd®s a license for prostitution with religious s@ntt Thousands of
Dalit women are forced to become maidens of Goohamy villages. In Devadasi system Dalit women aduced into
prostitution in the name of religion. They are takeom their families, never to see them again they later sexually
exploited by the temple priest and local land lomiszamindars and finally auctioned secretly intostitution and

ultimately die from venereal diseases and HIV Afilsthe end she leads miserable life.
KEYWORDS: Dalit Women, Devadasi, Hinduism, Indian Social 8yst History

INTRODUCTION

Objectives

The present study is an attempt to understand tigincand growth of Devadasi system and highligitthe
status of Devadasis in Indian society. This studyp anvisages the exploitation of Dalit Women oa tfame of religious

tradition.
» To find major reasons behind for persistence amdirwaity of this cult.
» To highlight the major impacts on Dalit women.
» To come out with suggestions to eradicate thiswfiulbreligious system.
METHODOLOGY
To fulfill objectives of the study qualitative metthologies are employed.

Primary as well as Secondary data are collectedh®rstudy. Primary data are collected through sartieles

published by devadasis . The secondary sourcesdexted from the books and journals supplementireg Census
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Records, Gazetteers, Ethnographic Notes.

REVIEW OF THE STUDY

the intersection between caste and gender. Thergatf the Devadasis are generally from the highstes because those
from the Devadasis own castes are too poor todafforpay) for the rituals. In many cases a pakept many girls and

the number of girls used to be a yard stick ofdta¢us of that man. This system of patronage hasgivay to commercial

Kaveri said. "Sometimes ten. Unknown people. Wiad lof
life is that?" "We have a song," Rani said. "Everyaleeps
with us, but no one marries us. Many embrace uspbwne
protects".

"Every day, my children ask, ,who is my fathémhey do
not like having a mother who is in this business."
"Once, | tried to open a bank account with my sétghi
said. "We went to fill in the form, and the manageked,
Fathers name?After that, my son was angry He said |
should not have brought him into the world likesthi

"We are sorry we have to do this work. But whahis
alternative?"

"Who will give us jobs? We are all illiteraté."

These are the real lives of Devadasis, who waébta ritual prostitution without their will.

Many Devadasi children have no legal father, wiaaréiological father are not ready to take resmlitsi

The age-old practice continues to legitimize thauaéviolence and discrimination that have comehtaracterize

prostitution in the populated big citiés.

for Devadasis to approach the police for help: "WheDevadasi is raped, it is not considered rape.can be had by any

Their perceived status in society, as women whasapposed to serve men sexually, also makes it diffreult

man at any time33

other high cast men. This gave them a level ofistahd autonomy not available to Indian women ait time. However,

the Devadasi are now almost exclusively Dalitswdsnen and Dalits, they are already members ofwtleentost exploited

In the past Devadasi came from various differenfaa@roups, some become courtesans to princesstprand

! william Dalrymple, "Serving the Goddess: The dangerlife of a sacred sex worker"

2 Human Rights Watch ., Broken People: Caste Violégainst Indids Untouchables, p.150

? Ibid., p.15
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groups in India, at dedication they are degradeithdéun by the stigma of being a Devadasi and aéfalvoman”. Because

of this they are extremely vulnerable to explodatand abuse and will find it even harder to actiesis legal rights?

Activists involved in the Dalit women's movemenpkin that the nexus between caste and forcedifrash is
quite strong and that the Devadasi system is nepian. Most Indian girls and women in India's urb@othels come
from lower-caste, tribal, or minority communitidske other forms of violence against women, riteadl prostitution,
activists believe, is a system "designed to killatdver vestiges of self-respect the untouchableesdsave in order to

subjugate them and keep them underprivileged".

Keeping Dalit women as prostitutes, and by tyingsfitution to bondage in rural areas, upper-cage rainforce
their declaration of social and economic supenooier the lower castes. According to the AmbedBantre for Justice
and Peace, a Canada-based NGO: Thousands of uaktdedémale children (between 6 and 8 years) apedbto become
maidens of God (Devadasis, Jogins, a Hindu relgipractice in Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka State, Mah#a, Orissa
State, to mention only a few). They are taken fitbeir families, never to see them again. They ater Iraped by the
temple priest and finally auctioned secretly intogpitution and ultimately die from AIDS. It is @sfated by NGOs that
5,000 to 15,000 girls are auctioned secretly eyeay®

Due to the cultural and geographical variationgiiferent regions, Devadasis were denoted by sévenaes
such asTevataci, Tevaratiyar, Patiyilar, Talicceri PendudkTevanar Makal, Cottikal, Atikalmar, Manikkattaanikaiyar,
Emperumanatiyaand Koyil Pinakkalin Tamilnadu,Tevidicchi, Nangaimar, Kudikkari, Muraikkari, Kaathi, Koothichj

andAttakkariin Kerala,Suleyar or Sule, Poti, BasaandJogtisin KarnatakaSanis and Bhogatn Andhra

PradeshDarikas, Patrasand Maharis in Orissa,Kurmapusand Kudipusin Assam,Bhavin and Kalavant in

Konkani and Marathi and in Bombay Presidency eacims had its own name for its girls.
ORIGIN OF THEORIES

There are many speculations and theories regartfingorigin of the Devadasi system. The theories are
Occupation and Mother Goddess Theory, Religiousliicea Theory, Sanskritization Theory, Racial ThedPolitical or
Selfless Citizen Theory, Matriarchy to Patriarchye®ry, Lineage Continuation Theory and TraditioFtaéory.®

History
It is not definitely known when the institution Bevadasi commenced in India.

According to some, the naked figure of a dancingskd, standing in an exciting manner, representh bo
courtesan and a Devadasi. Some scholars thinkhiibagarliest mention of Devsadasi found in an ipfon, dating back
to Ashokd's times (273-323 B.C), where the painter, Devadadtstated to have been in love with the DevaBasanuka.

4 Megan Rowland"A Light in the Darkness: Fighting ritual prostitori in south India
> Human Rights Watch Broken People: Caste Violencainsg Indids Untouchables,p.151

6 Yogesh Varhade., "International Advocacy and thkeRbthe United Nations and Civil Society" ,
Ambedkar Centre for Justice and Piece,p.3
; Devadasi, citeote-93)

Tarachand,K..,. Devadasi Custom: Rural Social 8tra@and Flesh Markets, pp.19-23
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The inscription was discovered in the Jogimara QGdRamgarh, about 160 miles South of Varanasi.
The first clear literary reference to Devadasi esdn theArthasastraof Kautilya.

According to him, the Devadasis were appointedaf@pecified time. After that, they were engagednaking

threads.

Huin Tsang (India visit 630-643) writes that damcimomen used regularly to sing and dance in the Taumnple
of Multan. From theRajataranginiof Kalhana, refers that a Kashmirian king maddfiaaf one hundred women of his

harem to a Siva templ@.

A seventh- century record from Rajasthan refer&amika (courtesan) associated with a temple andigint
century document from Orissa to Darikas. Kalhar@ther writers of the age make frequent referet@wésmple women
(Devadasis). Three hundred female dancers, an Acabunt tells us, danced at the gate of the Somartample®
Bilhana of Kashmir states, in hidkramankadevacaritathat the Devadasis used to perform exciting dam¢ke dancing

hall of the temple of Ksemagaurisvara.

Devadasis in Orissa were those of Svapneswar, Magiteand Brahmeswar at Bhuvaneswar. At one timéessDd
dance was the monopoly of Devadasis, known as N&ahane hundred and twenty Devadasis used to danitee Car

Festival (Rath-yatra) of Jagannatha at RAri.

The earliest reference to Devadasis occurs in stan@l inscriptions of Rajaraja, the greatest Chalags. An
inscription of 1004 A.D states that, in the chieihple of Tanjoore, there were 400 Taliceri Pendsigemple girls). They

used to live in the streets surrounding the tengoie, got maintenance for service in the temple.

Earlier it was priests, but now it is for dominargste men. It is not an uncommon thing to see saened
temples converted into mere brothels. Devadassivea fixed salary for the religious duties whibley perform; but as
the amount are small.They used to live in the tesipbw anyone can use them including lorry drivieesadlocked hair is
taken as a sign from the Goddess Yellamma thagithes meant to be a Devadasi. In a festival, arrage ceremony takes
place between the girl and god. The eldest ladh®Devadasi community ties the Mangal sutra. lnesgeremonies the
girl was paraded almost naked. The girl is thereigisome money but still works in the fields. Shediseparately in the
village and is used by all the men, including Dalign. Their perceived status in society, as womko are supposed to
serve men sexually, also makes it more difficultDevadasis to approach the police for help. WhBeeadasi is raped, it

is not considered rape. She can be had any many ainae.

Caste of women connected originally with great tlr®n southern India, where they dedicated thevasdb the
service of each temple Patron God. The caste appeatate from the 9th and 10th centuries, thetgreaod of temple
building in south India. The women attended the -Gothed the icon honoured it with lights and sangd dance for the
Gods amusements. They played an important pantesepving the cultural heritage. Their sons andgbtars had equal

rights of heritance, an unusual practice among ticaktes. Until the 20th century they were quisibleé; the main temple

? Banerji, Sures Chandra &Banerji, Ramala., The @astaf Indian Society,p.133

10 Jha, D.N., Early India: A Concise History, p.200
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of Kanchipuram (Canjeevaram) had 100 Devadasi'sh&8 occupation also involved temple prostituttbey came to be

held in low-social regafdl 2

"The courtesans or dancing-girls attached to eadtiple take their place in the second rank; theycaiked

Devadasis (servants or slaves of the gods), buysubgc call them by the more vulgar name of ptogis.13

The Madras Census Report, 1891 reveals that, dtinegelebration of village festivals, an unmarridddiga
woman, called for the occasion Matangi (a favoritduses and spits upon the people assembledhendad not take this
as an insult, because they think that her spigtheaves the pollution. The woman is, indeed, reghedethe incarnation of
the goddess herself. Similarly, the Malas use wrscene language when the god is taken in processithe streets of
the caste peopl®4

Many Dalit girls are dedicated to the goddess Yeffea/Renuka in a ceremony carried out on full moights in
temples in Saundatti of Belgaum district in Karkatand in Kurnool district of Andhra Pradesh anthemther places.
Following this “marriage to the god” most of thelgiremained in their own village; they were coesat accessible to
any man but at the same time not bound or pollbtedexual relations. They remained independengmgthie status of a
man in many family ceremonies; their children usutdok their name; and they had some importanatiprerogatives in
village ceremonies. These girls were known as “Mueanong the Mahars, “Matangi” among the Madigasl &Basavi”.
Basavi from the term Basava applying to a bull rimanthe village at will and which is said “alludés the footloose

position of the womenl5

The institution of Devadasis attached to the bettefowed temples came to be seen as an additionades of
income for the temple. Some Devadasis, where therg weduced to being merely temple attendants, t¢arbe regarded
as women of easy virtue. Others, however, who \egkly accomplished women, were treated with défere. Because
of their accomplishments, such women had a cefteaedom of movement in that they could distancentelves from
social conventions to a greater degree than mbst orban women. Part of the reason for this wasttiey were educated
and professionally trained in this art, particylariusic and dancel'6

Compared to North India, South India had a largeniper of Devadasis; this institution lasted in létéer region.
There are historical reasons for it. Most of Naidia was under Muslim rule. As Jogan Shankar ofesetHence in
North India the institution dedication to templendimg is very rare. This may be due to Mohammedade which
destabilized temple administration and sacred cergs were frequently attacked by alien plundeidosvever, dedicated
dancers were not attached to any temple as suchaiMimedan puritans like Aurangzeb treated thistuigth and other
Hindu cults with contempt. He wanted to do awayhwsuch cults. In fact he succeeded in his endeavtuisome
extent."17

STATISTICS

In 2007, Anti-Slavery International published adstwn the practice of ritual slavery or forced gelus marriage.
It found that 93% Devadasi were from Scheduledesa@alit) and 7% from Scheduled Tribes in Indiacérding to their
reports there are up to 22,943 Devadasi in Karaatakd up to 16,799 in Andhra Pradesh.18

As per the latest reports about the state of Telaagthere are 1143 Devadasis are existing every toda

Mahaboobnagar, Karimnagar, Nizamabad, Medak, AddaliRangareddy and Khammam districts in the namingini,
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Basivi,and MatanglL9

Quoting the National Commission for Women, the atiti says there are 2.5 lakh
"Devadasi" girls who have been dedicated to Yellanamd Khandoba temples on Maharastra-

Karnataka border.20

Legislations

During the 19th century and 20th century the abditst of the new knowledge system in

the Indian subcontinent questioned much on therstippens and beliefs of the native customs andtires like

Devadasi. Ultimately some of the states where tbealdasi practice is going on tried to eradicater@ugh state laws like

The Bombay Devadasis Protection Act,1934, The Tawaitlu Devadasis (Prevention of Dedication) Act, 7,9%he
Prohibition of Dedication Act 1982 of Karnatakag thndhra Pradesh Devadasis (Prohibition of dedioa#ct, 1988.

PROBLEMS

Lack of legal husband, all the costs of child-raisiall on the mother.

Failure of the authorities to implement laws andigies on their behalf. Sexual abuse from

men.
Discrimination in the home, at work and in the caumity.
Lack of education (themselves and their children)

Chidren of Devadasi suffers discrimination becabsy have no legal father. Due to this school mememts

are denied admission.

Dalit women she suffers from triple oppression ttésy by gender, caste and class. But in the cdsPatit

Devadasi she suffers a lot

Suggestions

Awareness Camps should be conducted in those areas.

Government should establish Adult Education Schabtbeir locality to educate Devadasis. Educatidhbring

awareness regarding this evil system.

Government has to conduct skill training programraed also provide financial assistance to estaldishll

scale and cottage industries to stand on theirwitinself respect.

Government and NG@ should adopt their children and take them awasnfsuch unhealthy environment at an

early age and provide residential education.

Employment should be provided by establishing itries Government must provide governmental jobthéir
children.

Vigilance committees should be formed in villageselevant areas.
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e Housing construction or grants for home improvemment

» Scholarships to mainstream schools or provisiospetial educational facilities (Bridge Courses)doildren of

Devadasi.
» Provide free health cards.
e Establishing and Strengthening of Devadasi gronpisfaderations.
e Government pensions for Ex-Devadasis.
CONCLUSIONS

While India has adopted measures to abolish fopredtitution and "rehabilitate” Devadasis, thederef have
been largely unsuccessful. Legislative initiatiaes poorly implemented. The societal perceptioDe¥adasis as women
who are sexually available to men makes it morécdit for them to approach the police with complai of sexual

violence. Moreover, the police themselves have l@emvn to exploit Devadasis.21
The Devadasi system violates several clauses ofJAineersal Declaration of Human

Rights, including Article 4 which states that "Noeoshall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery the slave trade shall
be prohibited in all their forms "22 The United Mais Supplementary Convention on the Abolition &\8ry, the Slave
trade, and Institutions and Practices Similar av8ty, 1956, which India is a signatory to proh#uity practice where a

child is handed over for exploitative purposes.

Furthermore, the Indian constitution ensures atlidn citizens “JUSTICE, social, economic and pcéilj
LIBERTY of thought, expression, belief, faith andnship; EQUALITY of status and of opportunity; ata promote
among them all FRATERNITY assuring the dignity loé individual and the unity and integrity of theiaa"23

Most of the Devadasis are Dalit community with peaonomical background and who give no importance t
education. They are a regular source of incoméhifamily as long as they are young and usefuleithey become old

and useless, they are discarded by these verygaadlleft with the choice of begging for a living.

Social changes cannot be brought about throughalawe. Social education should be needed in Inthat
education should be on the foundations of ratitypalVhen the people of India educated sociallypmatically this kind

of unscientific religious traditions will eradicate
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