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The devadasis have been a subject of inquiryarhistory, gender
studies, and postcolonial studies for South Asmalndia's colonial past,
Europeans have called them 'temple prostitutepol@gist accounts in the
present have equated them to 'nuns.' Recent postabivorks, however,
have conflated these categories and suggested afdhgse women were
courtesans with a respectable standing in both terapd secular settings.
Debates in the past have focused on the questiagesfcy amongst the
devadasis when investigating the factors leadiniipéoDevadasi
(Prevention of Dedication) Act of 1947, which eifexty outlawed their
system. However, this thesis examines an evenpeorasive element
surrounding the abolition of the devadasi systdra:d¢onstruction and
reconstruction of conjugal norms. This shift icigtal ideas regarding
conjugal norms presents itself in the history afignbeginning with British
rule after the Indian Revolution of 1857, whicheexts well after
Independence in 1947.



CONTENTS
ACKNOWIEAGEMENTS. ...t e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e as Vi
CHAPTER
l. INTRODUCTION. ...t 1
Defining “Devadasi,” and Devadasis of Orissa anthiT&ladu.......... 2
On Indian Courtesans and Courtesans in Literature..................... 11

The Abolition of the Devadasi System and Conjugaitriys:
AN OVEIVIBW. ...ceiiiiiiiiiiiiieeea e e e e e e ettt e e e e e e e e e e e eaeeeeeeesseeennnnns 12

Operational Definitions, Methodology, and Chaf@ammaries........ 15

Il. DEFINING PROSTITUTION, AND LEGAL ACTIONS
PERTAINING TO THE DEVADASIS...........oo o 18

Setting the Scene: British Administration Beforel &ifter the
ReVOIUtION Of 1857 .....uuuiiiiiii e 20

The Transition from Kunal Parker’s Judicial Intention to Social
Reformist Movements: 1857-1914 ... 23

[l. THE QUESTION OF AGENCY AND CONWGAL NORMS IN
THE DISCOURSE REGARDING THE DEVADASIS..........ccccoeeennn. 35

Contextualizing Legislative Actions Surroundimg tDevadasis:
World War | and the Aftermath, 1914-1927............cccoevvvvvveiiinnnns 36

Debates and Legislative Measures Toward the Desisd
LO27-1947 ...ttt eeeee e e e e e e e e e e e ——— 39

AdditioNal COMMIENTS. . ... e e et eenns 52

V. CONCLUSIONS AND THE CONSEQUENCES- CULTURAL
COLONIZATION. ..t 53



BIBLIOGRAPHY



Vi

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This thesis would never have come into existenitieowt the education provided to me
by the University of Colorado at Boulder and thieliectual and emotional support of many
people. What | will say here will do no justicette abundance of gratitude | wish to convey. |
thank Dr. Loriliai Biernacki, my advisor, for heatience with me through the painstaking
process of my thesis. Historian Dr. Mithi Mukherj@spired me to pursue this subject and
provided suggestions for the organization of mgihand ideas for enriching the work — for
this,  am much grateful for her assistance. Inditenature scholar, Dr. Laura Brueck, remained
vigilant in pointing out where | could improve mgalyses and where | could provide clarity on
an otherwise complex subject. Dr. Ruth Mas alsedes my thanks because she helped me
become further acquainted with the theories sumgnpostcolonial studies, which have most
informed my theoretical orientation. All of thesemen's writings and lectures have inspired
me to finish my master's program, especially duiisgnost difficult times.

| am grateful for my colleagues in the Departm@riReligious Studies, all of whom been
with me through this journey. Even with all of mgrsuing different research subjects, every
person's journey, whether as a graduate studdactuwolty, helped me better understand my own
journey as a student. There was no one who |adlidearn from in my department in some form
or another. Because | have met so many studedtprafessors in my time at the University of
Colorado at Boulder, | cannot list everyone in thief section of my thesis.

My research has been most informed by works ofipilalscholars, and to everyone |
have read and drew insights from, | wish to thdréat for their contributions to research on the
devadsis. The research | have done has built upon wiesgthiave done. | also wish to

acknowledge the contributions of the staff at Notlibrary, who directed me to valuable



Vii
resources. They have also worked tirelessly topslenmy interlibrary loan requests so that |
could receive them promptly. For this, | am grakéd all of these people.

The many friends | made in my graduate careerig@g me in various ways, both
through their resourcefulness and emotional supdeven more, | wish to thank my family for
accepting my decision to pursue my master's dedrakso wish to convey my utmost
appreciation to my friends for reading through norkvand proofreading it. All the while, many
of these people have given me tremendous emotsoipglort.

Lastly but importantly, | wish to express gratieuand pay my respects to Laurissa
Vibhuti, my teacher in devadi sadir. She has offered me much emotional supatt
encouragement through this process. Her insighéspactitioner of the dance, combined with
her extensive resources on deisssl has helped me explore the direction | want tavigio my
thesis. Every conversation | have with her regagydihe dance reminds me of why | need to
continue my research and studies in myriad forfsd of course, by extension, | extend honor
and respect to the presenir®at of our lineage, Shyamala, as well as the laten@t T.
Balasaraswati. It is because of these peopld tiate found out about the sadir, and how its
history is intricately tied to the events goingiorindia today. | offer many thanks to all, and to
many more who have been with me on this journey.

Arya R. Hackney



CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

| became interested in the subjecbbfratanatyant anddevadisis® when | began taking
lessons irbharatanatyamone of the recognized forms of Indian Classicah&?® This was
what many people familiar with Indian dances catled dance form. The Bnati of my dance
school preferred calling this dan¢devadasi sadir.” My teacher, one of the senior instructors
of the lineage, suggested this was what the daasecelled before J0century reforms led to
the abolition — and revival — of the dance. Wedksed how this dance was practiced by a
group of women calledevadasisor what were commonly called “temple dancers’iryr
British rule? A few years ago, when taking a course on Indtarakture, | recalled hearing about
these dancers from the professor. He said howedliadasisvere originally meant to be “like
nuns,” but were eventually accused of prostitutitma class lecture, the professor said there
were cases of sexual exploitation and this factjlmoed with the idea that the British thought
thebharatanatyanwas “sexually suggestive,” led to the ban ofdegadassystem. With my
interest in the subject growing, | inquired as toaivied to this change in tlevadasisstatus.

My dance instructor said the dance became asesdardth prostitution because of

cultural reforms in India. According to her, Indieeformers who were part of India’s British

! Henceforth the termharatanatyamwill appear without diacritic marks.
2 From here on, the diacritics will be removed.

% “Bharata,” is Sanskrit for “India.” “Natyam” translatés “dance” in Sanskrit. Also see Srinivasan,
Amrit, "The Hindu Temple Dancer: Prostitute or Nuil€ambridge Anthropolog§, no. 1 (1983): 73-99.

*bid., 76.



elite pushed for the abolition of thievadassystem. | believed her and had no reason to
guestion the legitimacy of her claims. Howeveraagaduate student, | knew | had to research
the matter myself and juxtapose these claims withe@search. Thus, | began my own inquiry
on the subject of theevadasiwhat she was, and whether she was meant to s&e¢loa to
engage in prostitution.
Defining “Devadasi,” and Devadasis of Orissa anthilf&ladu

The termdevadasis Sanskritic in origin and has been translatetth@dollowing: servant
of the god; slave of the god; or maid servant efghd® Its very first use appears in a Jogimara
cave in the Ramgarh hills of Madhya Pradesh, wighiagadhi inscription variously dating
back to 300 B.C. or 100 CEToday, people knowevadasiss women who danced in
temples’ British have often dismissively called these warttemple dancers” or “temple
prostitutes.® Modern scholarship define tdevadasas a woman who married a temple deity,
provided artistic services for temples she seraad,gained income for her services.
Nonetheless, neither of these terms nor conceffisisntly describe thelevadasand her role

in Indian society — or Indian history, for that neat

® Please see J.A. Dubois description of the character, manners and custofiise people of India, and of
their institutions, religious and civiMadras: J. Higginbotham, 1862), 294-5; Daveshefipbnfinished Gestures:
Devadasis, Memory, and Modernity in South In@aicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), &ay K.
JordanFrom Sacred Servant to Profane Prostitute: A Higtof the Changing Legal Status of the Devadasis in
India, 1857-194{New Delhi: Manohar, 2003), 1.

® Leslie C. Orrponors, Devotees, and Daughters of God: temple wadmenedieval Tamilnad(New
York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 193.

" bid., 5-8.
8 Soneji,Unfinished Gesture$-7.

° Please see Jorddfrom Sacred Servant to Profane Prostitated Saskia Kersenboom-Story,
NityasumangaliDevadasi Tradition in South Indi@elhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1987).



As Leslie Orr suggests, the word “devadasi” halyg been commonly used to describe
women who danced in the temple in th& 2@ntury®® It is a Sanskritized form of the Tamil
termtevaratiyil, which was the common word used for temple womeFaimil Nadu'*
Frédérigue Marglin, consistent with what Orr stapessits that “devadasi” became a popular
term in the 1920’s during the dance revival movem@with this said, there is mention of the
devadasin passages of thegamas prior to the f0century®® In these passages, the term
“devadasi” had been applied to women associatdu waitious temple rituals. However, the
very first reference of théevadasas a “temple woman,” a woman whose lifestyle enidy is
completely tied with her association with a templepears in a {2century Kannada record.
And even back then, as already insinuated, it veasiniversally applied to all women who
served a temple until recent times. Other term®wsed to describe women who served
temples, depending on the respective region iraltrdi

Despite the issues with the tedavadasil will define the devadasi as the following in
my research: (a) | will define her as someone wbald/be considered a "temple woman" in her
respective tradition, who may or may not have beeaolved in courtesanship; (b) she will be a
woman who actively participates as specializedhéndrts dedicated to her temple or deity,

especially in singing and dancing; (c) furthermatee will also be a woman who is an active

19 Soneji,Unfinished Gesture$-7.
M |bid.

12 Frédérique Marglinwives of the God-King The Rituals of the Devadafsiuri (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1985), 313.

13 Orr, Donors, Devotees, and Daughters of G6d193-4.

% bid., 5-6. The term used i#vadisigal. According to Orr, it referred to a group of wameho
received support from a Jain temple.

' bid.



agent in rituals. For the purpose of this resedraim defining her in a way similar to how
Leslie Orr defines a "temple woman" in her wétk.

Now that | have established how I will defidevadasisn my work, | will discuss two
ethnographic works odevadasisn India. One of these places is in North Indiari, Orissa. In
Orissa during the mid 1970s, Frédériqgue Marglindeated extensive fieldwork among the
remainingdevadasiswho were referred to amihari by the locald’ Because it was believed to
be derived from the term,anarani (Qqueen), the terrmahariplaced thelevadasi®n a similar
status as the queen. In Puri, these women senaethelord Jagganath, and have done so for
centuries through their song and dafit&hese women served the temples and royal paa®ns
female ritual specialists. When thehariwas with the king, courts referred to her status as
calanti dev (walking goddess) while the king wealanti vishnu (walking Vishnplitles
associated with their symbolic functions in ritualeshen they served as, respectively, Lakshmi
and Vishnu'® According to Marglin, these women were considesexually impure because
they were courtesans, but auspicious because tbeyvever widowed. Furthermore, their
sexual impurity was seen as a necessary compamnsome rituals. For instance, ttevadasi
during one ritual acts as a courtesan who sedheessicetic, a ritual that brings in the rain for
farmers’ crops. Thus, despite being consideredabximpure, her role still serves the

betterment of societ}f’

1% Ibid.

" Marglin, Wives of the God-Kingv. From here on, | will not use diacritics e term, fnaharz.” This
term was described by Marglin to come from the womthharani” — the word for the “Queen” in Sanskrit.

18 bid., 84, Backcover.
¥ bid., 117.

2pjd., 117, 108.



Scholars have debated whether these women’s caragdalways included sexual
intercourse with temple patrons or if these weterlastablishments. Accounts by non-Indians,
such as those in the "L @entury like that of Baptist missionary W. Wardggest that these
women were “of infamous character” and pilgrimsaped in “criminal actions” with these
women.?t Clearly, these implications suggested trghariwere sexually active in their duties.
According to Dhirendra Nath Patnaik, secretaryhef ©rissa Academy of Music and Dance,
mahariswere chaste prior to the Mughal Empifend it was only after this time that they
engaged in concubinage with patréns.

Reading this, | began wondering why he blamed thslivhs for this advancement. Even
though Mughal rulers systematically destroyed Hitetaples’* something that might have
affected the over all status of the devadasis &ssacwith these temples, | believe the
implications of this claim are more complex. Intpasuspect Patnaik might have placed sole
responsibility on the Muslims because of the caotdlbetween Hindus and Muslims that
escalated after the Partition. However, when uBiagha Chatterjee’s work in his article,
Subaltern and Bhadralok Studjé®gamachandra Guha wrote that the reconstructeer wbgss
Hindus have their own accepted history based oerakelements. One of these elements

include the view that Muslims were “warlike, preatgtand expansionist” and that Islamic rule

% penzer, N. M., "Appendix IV Sacred Prostitutioma@les Henry Tawney Junior and NM Penzer
Ed," The Ocean of Story (1968), 241.

% Dhirendra Nath Patnaik suggested the Muslim immsibut | changed this to “Mughal Empire” for the
sake of specificity.

% Dhirendra Nath Patnaik)dissi DancgCuttack: Goswami Press, 1971), 56.

4 Geetanjali Misra, Ajay Mahal, and Rima Shah, "Beting the rights of sex workers: the Indian
experience,'Health and human right®000): 99.



was “a time of decline and degeneration (from tlassical Hindu past)?® It may be true that
Indian culture had transformed as the result @nhét rule, but this perspective is worthy of
consideration when evaluating Patnaik’s claimPé&tnaik’'s proposed conclusion, there still
exists the assumption that Islamic rule was fudigponsible for the decline of a “classical Hindu
past.”

Nonetheless, Marglin exposes this claim as an ggsilaccount in her fieldwork.
Marglin suggestglevadasisvere meant to have sexual relations, but with tmiyking and the
temple priests. However, they also engaged imaatgse with other patrons, namely patrons of
Puri and the water-giving cast&s They served not only as temple ritual specialis®uri, but
also as concubines for the king in the coloniaiquer

Now that I have briefly touched upon thevadassystem and thdevadasisn Orissa,
we can move on to where tdevadassystem possesses deep roots: South India. Nathisly,
information will touch upon thdevadasi©f Tamil Nadu, sometimes known @isyasumangali
— or the ever-auspicious female Saskia Kersenboom-Story conducted extensive nesea
thedevadasi®of this region. In addition to being patrons ohg and dance, she found the
devadasislso possessed significant ritual functions irirttade asnityasumangal®® While for
centuries, there were bards who were believed $sgss auspicious powers in a similar manner
to thedevadasisn Tamil Nadu, the first documented case deaadasin Tamil Nadu was in
the 9" century. According to Kersenboom-Story’s findingstable cases of temple dancers

appear in the Chola period (850-1279 C.E.). Ia gariod, we also find the first official

% |pid.
% Marglin, Wives of the God-King0.
" Kersenboom-Story\ityasumangaliix.

2 Erom here on, | will not use diacritics for thésrn.



reference to devadasf® Devadasis in the Chola period were held in higfleem and often
considered very wealthy. They sang, danced, andumted rituals in the temples during this
time. During the Chola period, we also find arbelate hierarchy for theéevadasiswhich
determined their status. Some temple traditiomstha highest rankindevadasigerform at
very specific location®’

The rituals thenityasumangalspecialized in were tied to the fortune they cdaridg in
addition to their dances and songs. Some of tip@itant rituals thaityasumangalconducted
involved the warding off the evil eye in both tempind secular-related settings. Furthermore, in
the temples in Tamil Nadu, these women had thestattemples to present offerings before the
gods, something that only Brahmins typically didAccounts documented by Abbe Dubois, a
European from the focentury, suggested that association with theseemdmought not only
auspiciousness, but ‘the destruction of inThis was what Dubois said regarding tleyadasis
in relationship to Hindu customs:

To have any connexion with a courtesan, or witlhuamarried person, is not

considered a form of wickedness in the eyes oBtlagmins. These men who

look upon the violation of any trivial custom ak&inous sin, see no harm in the

most outrageous and licentious excesses. It wiasijpally for their use that the dancers

and prostitutes who are attached to the servicdseakemples were originally

entertained, and they may often be heard to intie@éollowing scandalous line : -

/Veshya darisanam punyam papa nasaravhich means, ‘To have intercourse with a
prostitute is a virtue which takes away sth.’

2 |bid., 15-16, 23-8. | find one suggestion inteirgto note: Leslie Orr mentions that ttievadasisn
Tamil Nadu developed independently from the otlegians in India. Therefore, not dkvadasisor ‘temple
women,’ functioned the same way. Please seeddmors, Devotees, and Daughters of G5d.

30 Kersenboom-Story\ityasumangali23-8.

% |bid., 36.

32 J.A. DuboisHindu Manners, Customs, and Ceremon8s€)-11

¥ |bid. ‘Veshya’ actually translates to ‘courtesali.became more associated with prostitutionrlaethe
colonial era. The transformation of this term Ve alluded to in this thesis. In addition, ‘darshia Sanskrit



Here, we see what Marglin describes asddnadasivecoming a “target for an exotic
one-sided imaginative reconstructiofi.”There is an underlying, unambiguous disdain in
Dubois’ tone that betrays his disapprovatiefiadasis®> Even while acknowledging their role in
Hindu customs, he still possesses a pervasive ofdgirem as prostitutes and associates them
with ‘outrageous and licentious,” exces3®sThe Sanskritic phrase he uses in his work agtuall
translates to the phrase, “To see a courtesawiitua which takes away sin.” However, Dubois
interprets this phrase as a reference to haviegaotrse with a courtesan. Again, this ties into
the phenomenon Marglin describes in her work.

In addition, this serves as an example for the@alestic tendency of Europeans to
construct the notion of an “Othéf'that defines non-European countries as havindg4rir
traditions.” As Philipa Levine articulates @rientalist Sociology and the Creation of Colonial
Sexualitiesthe Europeans, namely the British, applied attéle definition of Indian culture®
When faced with British officials in India, courtess stressed that they were not commercial
prostitutes, but the British saw no difference letwthem and common prostitutésDubois

and other Europeans held a similar attitude towsedevadasis This attitude assumed the idea

translates to ‘seeing,’” and not literally ‘intercse.’
3 Marglin, Wives of the God-King.
% Dubois,Hindu Manners, Customs, and Ceremongsl.
% Ibid.
3" please see Edward Saftjentalism(New York: Vintage, 1979).

% philipa Levine, “Orientalist Sociology and the &tien of Colonial SexualitiesFeminist
Review 65 (2000): 10-11.

* Ibid.



of Indian ‘reality’ as one of degradation, and thateptance of temple ‘prostitutes’ betrayed
India’s cultural and moral inferiorit$f

With this said, Kersenboom-Story suggests the wbykBubois was generous when
compared to other works by Europeans, in part mxatihim capitalizing the auspiciousness of
thedevadass. She describes him as broad-minded when compatbd ordinary Christian
missionary in his timé&' The fact he caught the auspiciousness oflévadasisn spite of their
profession’s relationship to courtesanship suppbitsconjecturé? According to Kersenboom-
Story, this auspiciousness fdevadasientails the ability to bring prosperity and hamgss to
people” Hence, thelevadasis important for warding off of the evil-eye, whighbelieved to
bring misfortune to people’s lives. Usually, amarried person — especially an unmarried
woman — is considered dangerous to Indians if antrolled. As Kersenboom-Story observes,
even mated pairs between gods is preferred to emtEmt deities:? Becauselevadasisre
married to temple deities, however, they are carsidl controlled by these entities.

The same accounts further emphasized the auspiassi®f thelevadasin noting how
after her dismissal from service to the temple pteavould call heKali-yuga-Lakshmis—

goddesses of fortune in the Kali Yuga. When tiveseen appeared, people had their wishes

0 bid.

1 Kersenboom-Story\ityasumangali46-47, 81.
*2Ibid.

**1pid., 8.

“bid., 8, 70.
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granted”® Devadasisn South India were most commonly associated teithples dedicated to
Shiva and Vishnu, but some were also dedicatedlléme goddesse®.

Here, we see an interesting interface regardingiéhradasissexual practices. Even
though precolonial Indians did not perceive desadasis a common prostitutéthere still
exists a danger in Brahmanical Hinduism when itesto unmarried individuals. This extends
to courtesans — even though theyadasispower is believed as controlled by her patronydeit
Nonetheless, there is a striking similarity betw#enconjugal values of Europeans and
Brahmanical Hindus at the tinf@. It is these similarities in values that contribtn the gradual
decline in thedevadasissocial status in the twentieth century, which wé @tamine later.

Orissa and Tamil Nadu are not by far the only @éathat hadlevadasis There are a
number of classes of women who were considdex@dasior similar to thedevadasis For
instance, we have thmatisfrom Assam and thipgadisfrom Karnataka and Andhra Pradésh.
Others have done research on these women, regbhatdtcan only briefly acknowledge in my
work. Because of the purpose of my research,llbgiffocusing mainly on théevadasisn

South India, with mention of the ones from Puridomparative purposes.

*Ibid., 602. lakshnt is the goddess of prosperity while the Kali Yugahie present age in Hinduism,
often described as the most corrupt age of thedgas. The name of the age is not to be considesutiated with
the goddess, Hi.

6 M. D. Muthukumaraswamy and Molly Kaush&blklore, Public Sphere, and Civil Societygw Delhi:
Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Art4p8.

47 JordanFrom Sacred Servant to Profane Prostifute Kay K. Jordan also suggests th@ssfas did not
claim thedevadasivas considered a prostitute.

8 Judith Whitehead, "Measuring Women's Value: Caiitynand Change in the Regulation of Prostitution
in Madras Presidency, 1860-194Qf property and propriety: The role of gender amtaks in imperialism and
nationalism 21 (2001): 153-181.

9 Kali Prasad Goswami)evadisi: dancing damselNew Delhi: APH Publishing, 2000), mentions the
natis, which are considered the categoryle’adasisn Assam. Please also see H.K. Barpujeine Comprehensive
History of Assam Vol. Il Medieval Period: Politicetom Thirteenth Century A.D. To the Treaty of Yaa 1826
(Guwahati: Publication Board Assam, 1992); Sonijfinished Gestures.
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On Indian Courtesans and Courtesans in Literature

Before continuing on with the subject of thevadasisl believe | should briefly address
the courtesan tradition in India. First, it is tguevident thatlevadasiswhether they are the
mabharior thenityasumangaliare considered a category of courtesans. Thesewwere
trained in the arts, literate, and were capabl@écotimulating wealth without being married. And
of course, they were also sponsored by local ruMoseover, despite their public lives as
unmarried women, they retained their self-resp&ct.

However, with this in consideratiodevadasisvere not the only group of courtesans in
India. They functioned as courtesans in both i@lig and secular settings, especially in
Southern Indi&; but there is also the figure described in Veerde@turg's workLifestyle as
Resistancethetawaif. Thetawaif served the same functions as dle¢adasbar in a
nonreligious context. Prior to the establishmdrBrtish India, these women possessed an
active role in the political scené.However, because they funded the rebellion o718% drew
assistance to it, thheawaifs’ economic and social status dwindled and they wesbed into
prostitution>?

In addition, there also exists a tradition ofritieire involving the courtesan. Two literary

works worthy of note that revolve around the casateis King Shudraka’s playhe Little Clay

%0 Arthur William Ryder (translator), Shudraka (authdhe Little Clay Cart: A Hindu Drama Attributed to
King Shudraka 1908/ hitefish: Kessinger Publishing, 2004), xxi. Whesay “public life” in this section, | also
imply engaging in non-conjugal sexual practicesaditionally, upper class women who have a pulifiéscdre
considered sexually available in a number of pladése ending ofhe Little Clay Carshows this when
Vasantasenmarries. She becomes veiled after the marriagéoaimd) declared a legal wife. This is evidence the
purdah system might have spread to portions ofilbdfore the Islamic invasions.

*1 Soneji,Unfinished Gestures.

2Veena Talwar Oldenburg, "Lifestyle as Resistafi¢e Case of the Courtesans of Lucknow, India,"
Feminist Studiesl6, no. 2 (1990): 259-260.

*% |bid.
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Cart, and Vatsyayana'kamasutra Both works were composed in thHe % 6" century>® With
the former piece, we have a heroine named Vasantad®, despite her respectable status,
wants to escape the dangers of her inherited wéfeof With the latter, we see a work
describing the ‘art of love’ in its whole, but alsne that describes the courtesan and how one
lives as a courtesaf. Both works show a courtesan who, not too unlitettistoricatawaif, is
a woman with a public life who is of high sociastling, engaged in the arts, wealthy, and
educated.
The Abolition of the Devadasi System and Conjugatriys: An Overview

By 1947, Indian reformists amongst the legislatiothe Madras Presidency passed a bill
that prevented the continuation of thevadassystem. This legislation was known as the
Madras Devadasi (Prevention of Dedication) Bill&#7’, which was later called the State of
Tamil Nadu Devadasi (Prevention of Dedication) BfI1947° to reflect the state’s modern
name. This bill stated the following:

An Act to prevent the dedication of women as desadia the [State of Tamil

Nadu] / WHEREAS the practice still prevails in @@ntparts of the [State of

Tamil Nadu] of dedicating women as “devadasis” toddl deities, idols, objects
of worship, temples and other religious institusgriAND WHEREAS such

> please see Ryder (translator), Shudraka (autfioe)Little Clay Cart: A Hindu Drama Attributed to
King Shudraka 190and Wendy Doniger and Sudhir Kakar, e€amasutra New York: Oxford University
Press, 2009).

% Ryder (translator), Shudraka (authdre Little Clay Cart: A Hindu Drama Attributed tort§ Shudraka
1905 Interesting to note, Vasantagemishes to become a legal wife in this play, whiciplicates a valued
monogamous, conjugal narrative for the courtesamaiter. She wants to marry a man in this play m&ans to
escape the life of a courtesan. This is a casengynous with the courtesan heroine in a more copéeany work,
Umrao dn. However, as Veena Oldenberg’s work suggestgraficant number of courtesans found more intamat
relationships with other courtesans. Please siéestlle as Resistance," 275-6.

% Doniger and Sudhir Kakar, edéamasutra xi-xxix.

" Madras Devadasi (Prevention of Dedication) Billlé#7, later called Tamil Nadu Devadasi (Prevention
of Dedication) Bill of 1947. Please see Tamil Nadt XXXI, 1947, 1009-11.

%8 please see Tamil Nadu Act XXXI, 1947, 1009.
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practice, however ancient and pure in its origeadls many of the women so

dedicated to a life of prostitution;/ AND WHEREASS necessary to put an end

to the practice...

Reformists who pushed for the bill suggested tleatadasigpracticed prostitution, led
amoral lives, and that their status as women wonfitove if this measure was passed.
Amongst these reformers was social worker and igttidr. Muthulakshmi Reddy, who said the
following regarding thelevadasis

It is beyond my comprehension how in a country Wwidan boast of

innumerable saints...irresponsibility in vice hasrbggored and even

encouraged [through tllevadassystem] to the detriment of the health of

the individual and of the future race...Modern sceehas proved that

continence is conducive to the health and well-p@iithe individual,

family, and the future race, and that sexual imnityraarms both the

individual and the community (Reddy 1926: 146>7).

An interesting component of Dr. Reddy’s quote &t tkhe uses similar language to
Dubois in his writings on Hindu customs. In Dubaeisitings on thedevadasihe suggested
these women were ‘strumpets,’ ‘shameful,” ‘inde¢eantd that ‘virtuous women would consider
the mention of them affront® Dr. Reddy, even while describing the medical oeasor
opposing thelevadasesystem, emphasizes the aspect of their ‘sexualnalityd and how it
‘harms both the individual and the community.” Wave a case where an English educated
Indian adopts the language of the Europeans ieititeeenth and nineteenth century when
describing Indian customs.

Another noteworthy component of the quote by DrddRels the use of medical science

combined with moral language. Judith Whiteheadudises this at length in her work,

Community Honor/Sexual Boundarie&fter the British passed the Contagious Disedsxs

%9 Muthulakshmi Reddy, as quoted in Whitehead. "M&aguVomen's Value,” 168.

% please see Duboi&,description of the character, manners and custofiise people of India, and of
their institutions, religious and civibnd DuboisHindu Manners, Customs and Ceremonies
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(1868-1888) in the late f'ocentury, they met considerable opposition fromidnchationalists.
In the view of the nationalists, this act exemptifiexploitation of Indian women by British
troops and served as evidence for India’s natishaie’® However, Whitehead also posits the
following: “nationalists criticized many aspectsRritish and European culture and society, the
basic terms through which the human body and tlae politic were to be understood,
regulated, and controlled were unconsciously setdipnalist acceptance of the superiority of
Western medicine®® | agree with this observation and believe itis ¢rux of what occurs with
Dr. Reddy’s use of medical science. Over time Ehglish educated in India adopted Western
medical models, but also the values that cameitwith

Despite being nonreligious in appearance, theseesagtill support a conjugal norm in
Indian society. Janaki Nair eloquently statesfttiewing regarding the abolition of the
devadassystem: “Maintenance of the family order throughraating the boundaries between
licit and illicit sexuality was legally sanction¢d.] in a parodic echo of earlier military
discourse, though framed as a concern for the séeadth of the Indian populatioi* Nair
insists the events surrounding thevadassystem’s abolition had less to do with public healt
concerns. Instead, it had more to do with enfgr@arbinary that values a patriarchal,
monogamous and heterosexual conjugal sexualityevad@Valuing other modes of sexuality,
placing these modes in the category of prostitutfonytheli Sreenivas states a similar

argument in her articl&€reating Conjugal SubjectsSreenivas postulates that the discourse and

®1 Judy Whitehead, "Community Honor/Sexual BoundadeBiscursive Analysis of Devadasi
Criminalization in Madras, India, 1920-194Pfostitution: On Whores, Hustlers, and JoH{%998): 92-3.

52 1bid.

83 Janaki Nair, "Imperial Reason’, National HonomdaNew Patriarchal Compacts in early twentieth-
century India." IrHistory Workshop Journalol. 66, no. 1, pp. 208-226, (Oxford UniversityeBs, 2008), 208-9.

* Ibid.
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debate surrounding tltkevadasiwas a product of an overarching, “wider discowiseut the
centrality of heterosexual, monogamous marriageteehold organization, feminist politics,

and national citizenshig® The bill abolishing thelevadaskystem does not address the issue of
prostitution whatsoever, but classifidsvadasiss prostitutes and bans their practices regardless
of the conjugal practices it entail®d Agreeing with Nair and Sreenivas, | will arguattkthe
abolition of thedevadaseystem had little to do with thaevadasisiack of agency or her status,
but the construction — and reconstruction — of egaj norms.

Operational Definitions, Methodology, and Chaptem®aries

| have already defined how | will use the walevadasin this research when | discussed
the history and etymology of the term. Howeveeréhis an important term | wish to address in
this section before I talk about methodology arelchapter summaries. This ternpisgity.®’

In Hinduism and Indian society, there are sevienahs of purity. These forms include
caste and sexual purity. This thesis will be feclisn sexual purity unless it states otherwise. |
operationally define sexual purity as the freedoomfsexual practices that are seen as polluting,
contaminating, or debasing. Because of the fottisi®thesis, | will look at purity in its
relation to conjugal norms. For Brahmanical Hirsthoj a woman who is sexually pure is mainly
defined by the sexual norms from Manu’sabhashistras®® As such, she will not have sex with
anyone but her husband if she wishes to retaisdvaral purity. Even though Victorian women

are not part of Brahmanical Hinduism, their idezgarding sexual purity are on par with the

% Mytheli Sreenivas, “Creating Conjugal Subjectsv@adasis and the Politics of Marriage in Colonial
Madras PresidencyFeminist Studie§2011),65.

% please see Tamil Nadu Act XXXI, 1947.
57 Erom here on, | will not italicize this term.

% G. Buhler, "Manusmriti. Canada" (1969).
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conceptualization of Indian women'’s sexuafitylndian courtesans, however, do not subscribe
to these purity rules. Within this thesis, | wie sexual purity and the word purity
interchangeably.

Now | wish to briefly discuss the methodology oftivork. This work by its nature is
interdisciplinary, so the methodology used in il weflect as much. It is without question a
postcolonial project, a critique of colonial naivas while also scrutinizing counter-narratives. |
will use mainly historical, political science, aadthropological information to support my
argument, but | will also supplement the informatwith journal articles from a variety of
disciplines. Theoretical orientations will comerfr various fields, including and especially
history, gender studies, and postcolonial studies.

Chapter two will use primarily historical informati to support its argument. | will look
at the legal definition of prostitution in the"18entury and the penal codes addressing it. In
addition, | will address how courtesans were ngélly defined as prostitutes until the enactment
of the penal codes. Then after doing this, | leitlk at some of the legal cases involving
devadasisluring the 19 century, leading to the #@&entury. My main goal in this chapter is to
use Kunal Parker’s argument as support for the aN@rgument of my thesis. He argues that
“judicial intervention” played a crucial role indal actions pertaining to thevadasis® Within
this chapter, we will see the relationship betwenenredefining of prostitution, judicial
intervention, and the construction of conjugal neimthe colonial era that later appear in the

reform movements in the later part of thd T@ntury.

% Levine, "Orientalist Sociology and the CreatiorGuflonial Sexualities"; Whitehead, "Measuring
Women's Value."

0 Kunal Parker, “A Corporation of ‘Superior Prostés:’ Anglo-Indian Legal Conceptions of
Temple Dancing Girls, 1800-1914Vlodern Asian Studie82, no. 3, (1998): 559-633.
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In chapter three, | will simultaneously address tmportant discourses surrounding the
abolition of thedevadassystem: the question of her agency and the enfaeneof conjugal
norms. Then upon addressing how problematic tihmadodiscourse is, | will show how the
abolition of thedevadassystem had more to do with the enforcement ofnsitacted conjugal
norms. | will look at statements by"l@nd 14' century Europeans, Indian reformisteyadasis
and Indian revivalists. | will analyze these qwoé®d show the significance of sexual purity in
them, which will inexorably tie into the argumeriittioe thesis.

| will close this thesis in chapter four by reitieng the over all argument. Then | will
provide a brief reflection on it and its relatioislo modern day events regarding tlevadasis
These reflections are meant to offer other conata®rs to the topic of the thesis, the argument

itself, and theoretical implications.
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CHAPTER Il
DEFINING PROSTITUTION, AND LEGAL ACTIONS PERTAINING O THE DEVADASIS

Before the abolition of theevadassystem, there were myriad of legal actions and a
process of cultural colonization that affected thegal status and in kind, their social
respectability. These actions focused on the neitigf of prostitution after the Indian
Revolution of 1857, actions that placed variouss#s of women under the definition of
prostitution’* Worthy of noting, not all of these women werediégor socially classified as
prostitutes prior to these movements —dbeadasisncluded’?

Once more, as Philipa Levine suggested in hedaxicOrientalist Sociology and the
Creation of Colonial Sexualitieghe British were selective in the definitionsytitefined and
applied when studying Indian soci€fyWhen defining prostitution in India, the Britisisted on
what Michel Foucault described as an ‘archaeolddgnowledge.” Ever since the beginning
of the 19" century, the British focused on collecting date detailing all of their accounts as
their way of studying Indi& As David Ludden postulated, they disseminatesiitiformation
as “empirical data and factualized statements’dri@mentary debate§. They presented this

information through the Parliamentary debates atad selectively distributed the information in

"L Erica Wald, “Defining Prostitution and Redefinipmen’s Roles: The Colonial State and
Society in Early 19th Century Indiaiistory Compass7, no. 6 (2009): 1470-1483.

2 |bid.

3 Levine, "Orientalist Sociology and the CreatiorGaflonial Sexualities,” 10-11.
" Foucault, MichelArchaeology of Knowledgélew York: Vintage, 2010)

5 Levine, “Orientalist Sociology and the CreationGiflonial Sexualities,” 5-6.

" David Ludden, “Orientalist Empiricism: Transforriwats of Colonial Knowledge Orientalism and the
postcolonial predicament: perspectives on South f993): 264-5.
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the guise of “objective knowledgé’” Despite the allegations of the knowledge being
“objective,” the British used this knowledge to iom — and construct — their own ideas of
Indian society. After 1850, this knowledge becamedl established in both European ideas of
India as well as in the ideas of English educateliths’®

An important component of these ideas created girtis knowledge base is
differentiation between various binaries. Whetaine to how the British defined prostitution,
they defined classes of women based on what thegiped as respectable and unrespectable
women. Prostitutes in British India became a aatetp describe any woman not considered
respectable by British administration, even whengfoup of women may not have been legally
defined as prostitutes.

Relevant to this discussion, defining prostitutimtame a problem in the British
administration of India. Kunal Parker problemasizleis issue in his articlé, Corporation of
‘Superior Prostitutes®® In this article, Kunal Parker examines the camegaining to the
devadasisfter the Revolution of 1857 and how sectionasPenal Code of 1861 were used
against thelevadasis These penal codes were not originally designitidl thve devadasisn
mind, but then became applied to them under whikielPansisted was primarily “judicial
intervention.®® | agree with his argument because this judiciegrivention exhibits the nuances
of how British administration both legally and sty defined prostitution. Importantly, it is

also an ostensible example of how the English g@ddazlite eventually adopted the attitude of

" bid., 265-7.
8 bid., 265-276.

" Please see Levine, “Orientalist Sociology andGheation of Colonial Sexualities,” and Wald, “Défig
Prostitution and Redefining Women'’s Roles.”

8 parker, “A Corporation of ‘Superior Prostitutes.”

® Ibid.
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the colonizers. This becomes an important companeshowing how conjugal norms were
constructed — and reconstructed when the Madrasderey abolishes thdevadassystem.

After evaluating some important court cases thatlire judicial intervention, | will
examine the social reform movements that follovine§e movements will show traces of the
same attitudes the reformists and justices in tluets express when handling legal cases
involving thedevadasis Upon doing this, | will show a case where anlagist voice
participates in the discourse regardingdbgadassystem. Then | will show where the
reformist and apologist assume the same normaeaining to the value of sexual purity, as
well as the assumption thadg¢vadassystem “became corrupt” in the colonial period.

Before | look at some of the important court camed social movements pertaining to the
devadasisthough, | will contextualize the interactionsweén the British officials and the
reformists. | will do this by explaining the attites the British held before the Indian Revolution
of 1857, and then how these attitudes shift afterrévolt. Then we will see how this dynamic
affects the application of sections in the 1861aP@wode.

Setting the Scene: British Administration Beforel &iter the Revolution of 1857

Prior to the Indian Revolution of 1857, the Britstiministration acted more directly
when passing legislation in India. The movemeraholishsatiis an example of this direct
intervention®* Here, we have a case of the British outlawingstam, suggesting it would

improve the status of Indian wom&h Backed by missionaries and Hindu reformists alike

82| ata Mani,Recasting Women: Essays in Indian Colonial His{df§w Brunswick: Rutgers University
Press, 1990), “Contentious Traditions,” 88-9.

8 bid., 88-90.
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British successfully outlawed the practice in 182%However, just as Mani shows, not all
Indians supported this measure. Furthermore, ¢batds surroundingati exemplified how
“women become emblematic of tradition, and the mimg of tradition is largely conducted
through debating the rights and status of womesoaiety.® | believe this theory applies
equally to the debates surrounding the abolitiothetlevadassystem. In the second chapter, |
will discuss this in length when addressing thestjoa of agency in the discourse surrounding
thedevadasis For now, | wish to contextualize the scene legdip to the series of judicial
interventions of the courts.

When the British introduced new cartridges, thestridges were rumored to have been
greased with animal fat. In these claims, it wad the animal fat included pig and cow fat, both
of which were considered impure substances to Migsiind Hindus, respectively. This sparked
a fear of British rule in India as well as fearttttae British were trying to force Hindus and
Muslims to convert to Christianity. Regardless ¢fether these rumors were factual, it was
enough to make Indians believe that the Britisbrafited to blatantly disrespect their customs
and defile them by forcing sepoys to take in thegsure substances. As a result, Indians all over
the subcontinent began to revolt against Britid, deading to the Indian Revolution of 1857 —

sometimes called the ‘1857 Mutin"’

The sepoys lost the revolutiBh.However, despite this, the British learned atibat

stakes that came with their former attitudes onamd@ustoms. They saw how these attitudes

8 |bid., "Contentious Traditions." Also see Radhant@r, The History of Doing: An lllustrated Account of
Movements for Women's Rights and Feminism in 1h8@0-1990(New Delhi: Zubaan, 1997), 7-14.

8 Mani, Recasting WometiContentious Traditions,” 90.
8 Stanley WolpertA New History of IndigNew York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 233.

* Ibid.
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perpetuated the situation leading to the Mutinye ¥dn see this in the speech made by
prominent leaders in the Empire. On November 5818&ueen Victoria stated the following:

...We disclaim alike the right and the desire to isgour convictions on any of our

subjects. We declare it to be our royal will atelggure that none be in anywise

favoured, none molested or disquieted, by reasdhenf religious faith or observances,
but that all shall alike enjoy the equal and imighgrotection of the law; and we do
strictly charge and enjoin all those who may bauthority under us that they abstain
from all interference with the religious beliefworship of any of our subjects on pain of
our highest displeasuf&.

The aforementioned statement by the Crown assheemdlian people that the British
administration would protect the people’s rightptactice their religion. They would not
interfere with the local customs of the people whexame to their religion like they did during
the abolition ofati, or the events prior to the Revolution. Fromldte 19" century to the early
20" century, this lack of direct interference on prthe British themselves initially served in

favor of thedevadasis Over time, though, we will see how this changed result of a

negotiation between laws passed in India and tieegretation of these laws by the courts.

During the time of the East Indian Trading Compaany territory the British ruled
recognized the traditional Hindu and Muslim custoamtheir laws. Governor-General Warren
Hastings in 1772 stated the religious laws of Indidetermined marriage, inheritance, and
adoption. However, while the religious laws of Hiirs and Muslims applied to these realms,
their application did not extend to criminal & After 1860, women who engaged in sexual
intercourse outside of marriage were defined astjpates by British standards and the standards

of the newly constructed English educated elithis happened regardless of whether or not

8 Cyril Henry Philips, and Harischandra Lal Singhg Evolution of India and Pakistan, 1858 to 1947:
select document¥ol. 4., (London: Oxford University Press, 1962].

8 JordanFrom Sacred Servant to Profane Prosti{i3@.
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devadasisvere considered prostitutes in the laws prior 8018 In the court cases introduced

in the following passages, we will see how tlewadasisprofession was considered prostitution
by the reformists in the courts and British justic¥erseeing the cases. Again, the laws that were
meant for prostitutes, such as the 1861 Penal @ddeessing the adoption of minors, did not
have thedevadasisn mind when they were made. With this saidjdtmbt stop the reformists

involved in these courts from using these lawshamt over time.

The Transition from Kunal Parker’s Judicial Intemtien to Social Reformist Movements: 1857-

1914

Initially, the drafts for the 1861 Penal Code dat address the adoption of minors for
prostitution. Pressure on lawmakers to rectifg thcreased before the final draft of this code.
Before 1860, there was a case that gained atteintiooth India and England called the
“Monghyr Case.” In this case, the Officiating Msigate of Monghyr attempted to punish a
brothel keeper for keeping two infant girls withention to lease them for almost an entire
lifetime. Because there were no set laws againsptiactice, it was considered out of the
Magistrate’s power to convict the brothel keePefThe British press reported this and public
pressure for legislative changes increased. Ltadl&y, the Secretary of State for India, and
Charles Wood, his successor, told the public taiiew penal code would give magistrates the
power to prosecute people who adopt minors wittirttention to use them as prostitutés.

Based on this context, one can find that the sestad the Penal Code prohibiting the adoption

% Wald, “Defining Prostitution and Redefining WomerRoles,” 1473-4.
%1 JordanFrom Sacred Servant to Profane Prostifut8.

92 parker, “A Corporation of Superior Prostitutes365588.
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of minors for the use of prostitution did not hakie devadasisn mind at the time. This code
stated the following:
“372. Whoever sells, lets to hire or otherwise dsgs of any minor under the age of
sixteen years with intent that such minor shaléb®wloyed or used for the purpose of
prostitution or for any unlawful and immoral purgosr knowing it is likely that such a
minor will be employed or used for any such purpaesall be punished with
imprisonment of either description for a term whinhy extend to ten years, and shall be
liable to fine.
373. Whoever buys, hires, or otherwise obtainsgxsen of any minor under the age of
sixteen years, with intent that such minor shalkebwwloyed or used for any such
purpose, shall be punished with imprisonment dfegitlescription for a term which may
extend to ten years, and shall also be liablene.fi*
In 1861, this code, considerably shaped by a coatioim of French and English legal
systems, passed in British IndfaThe following paragraphs will show Parker’s argurnabout
the application of these laws on thevadasideing a matter of judicial interventiod>’ This
meant the application of this code to ttevadasisad little to do with whether the 1861 Penal
Code was created for them and more to do with venedtte courts interpreted their adoption of
minor girls as adoption with the purpose of makimg girls prostitutes. This can be seen in some
of the court cases following the establishmentef1861 Penal Code, such as the cases from the
Madras High Courts and the Bombay High Court in %864 cases. These cases recognized the

customary laws of theevadasighat allowed for them to continue adopting gifisSections 372

and 373, the sections in which explicitly outlave trdoption or use of minors for prostitutitn,

9 Sections 372 and 373, found in R.W. Hamilton (o@mtator)ndian Penal CodéCambridge: Harvard
Law Library, 1895), 390-391.

9 JordanFrom Sacred Servant to Profane Prostif3@.
% parker, “A Corporation of Superior Prostitutes’25680-88, 613-36.
% |bid., 43-4.

7 Section 372 and Section 373, found in Hamilton{o@ntator)ndian Penal Code 390-391.
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were not yet applied to thdevadasis The British justice overseeing the court casien
Bombay High Court case of 1864 stated plainly:
Although I fully concur with the Court in its opom against any extension of the
principle and its regret that the Court should évare given a legal status to the
immoral profession of prostitution by having reczgul a separate code of law
for dancing girls and courtesans, | cannot butkhinat the adoption is recognized
by the law and the right of the adopted daughténherit must follow from it as
in other case®’
Here, we see the court attempt to apply secti@@saBd 373 of the 1861 Penal Code to
the devadasis. This penal code prohibits prosstérom adopting minors. In the opinion of the
justice, of course, theevadasprofession was a form of prostitution. Howeverthes point, the

courts recognized the customary laws ofdbeadasisn the same way they recognized the

customary laws of Indian castes.

We also see a clash between the newly construsbedhlogical idea of prostitution in
British India and the legal definition of prostiat. Reformists and the justice overseeing the
case may have believed tthevadasisvere prostitutes because of the influences ofdBrit
sociological ideas pertaining to what made a piatsti Victorian ideas of conjugal normalcy for
women, working within the norms for women from aripnantly Brahmanical elit&’ prized
sexual purity. They used this as an indicator batwconstituted a respectable woman.
Consequently, neither the British nor the reforsiehongst the English educated elite held the

devadasigo the respectable status they occupied in thesobilocal rulers. With this said,

% Nanee Tara Naikin v. Allarkhia Soomar (1864) qudteMathura Naikin v. Esu Naikifindian Law
Reports 4 Bom., 1880, 575.

| use the term Brahmanical elite interchangeabti @nglish educated elite because many members of
the English educated adhered to norms subscribBdainmanical Hinduism. Please see Whitehead, “Méag
Women's Value.”
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devadasisvere not legally defined as prostitutes at thigetaTlherefore, the case defaulted to

their customary laws.

This quote from the court case remains importanahother reason, however, and not
just to exhibit an example of the court rulingsaeting thedevadasisadoption of underaged
girls. The quote exemplifies one of the importsinategies the British colonial government
exercised in their cultural colonialism of IndiKunal Parker illuminated in his work how
British administration brought about change “througjlent’ judicial reformist activity what it
was unwilling to undertake openly® | believe this case shows the beginning of thizess.

As already noted in the previous case, the Briti$icials themselves believed the practice of the
devadasidell under their ideas of prostitution, but weia guite willing to enforce such views.
So, the British brought attention to cases invajMvimedevadasiscustomary laws. Instead of
interfering directly, though, they operated througformists in the courts. This will become

more evident in the following cases.

At times, the courts decided to overlook caseswdiding with thedevadasisn the case
might make them appear as condoning an “immordbou$ Take the case i@hinna Ummayi
v. Tegarai Chetti (1876) This case involved a chief priest who dedicatadcing girls without
the advisory of the affiliatedevadasiuild.*®* The guild of dancers suggested that by their

customs, they selected the new dancing girls. Bsrthe case did not specifically deal with the

190 parker, “Corporation of Superior Prostitutes,” 5620-88, 613-36.

191 Chinna Ummayi v. Tegarai Chetiindian Law Reportsl Mad., 1876.
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devadastustom of inheritance and adoption, the courtsehoslecline hearing this caS8.
They stated their rationale as the following:
The court in making the declaration prayed for widag recognizing an immoral

custom...The court would also be indirectly lenditsggdountenance to the traffic in

minors for the purposes of prostitution, which Benal Law regards as a serious

offense!®®

Once more, sees what Parker considers a casalafijlintervention.” Because this
case, again, did not directly addressdbeadasisright to inheritance and adoption, judicial
intervention permitted the court to overlook theean the grounds of not condoning
prostitution. Over time, more and more cases bégapply the Sections 372 and 373 of the
1861 Indian Penal Code to tHevadasis The case dQueen-Empress vs. Basaseemplifies
this shift. R.W. Hamilton makes the following commtery on his compilation of the 1861
Indian Penal Code:

The accused dedicated his minor daughter as aiBdsixadasi] by a form of marriage

with an idol. A Basivi is incapable of contractiagawful marriage and ordinarily

practises promiscuous intercourse with meHeld that the accused had committed an
offence under this action. — Emp. V. Basava (I.L.18.Mad.)***

As we can see from this case, the courts begaegtdarly apply the 372 and 373
sections of the 1861 Indian Penal Codalemadasis Not only do we see the judicial
intervention postulated by Parker, but we alsofggler betrayal of an accepted, conjugal norm

for Indian women. Nonetheless, even after thislgahshift in the courts’ treatment of the

devadasisthe system itself remained legal until 1947. eAftases such &ueen-Empress vs.

192R. Nandivada, Narasimha Aiyar, and P. Sama Rae,Principles of Hindu La{Cambridge: Harvard
Law Library, 1910), 160-161.

103 Chinna Ummayi v. Tegarai Chettiydian Law Reportsl Mad., 1876, 170-71.

194 Queen-Empress v. Basava, |.L.R., 15 Mad., 189fefasenced by Hamiltorndian Penal Code390.
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Basavawe will see how Indian reformists increasinglyspdor the abolition of thdevadasi
system. Reformists in the courts had implicatexk tbwn judicial interventions, but reformists

had yet to significantly transform how the publpghsre handles thgevadasis

First, we need to understand the social and palitontext leading to the push for reform
in the public sphere. We can already see thdatiger concerns for the British Raj were the
social pressures between their British and Indidojexts. One side as a whole strongly desired
reform, something already implied by the justicesreeeing the cases, as well as the new
Secretary of State’s assurance after the Monghsg 061859. The other side includes Indian
conservatives who felt social changes that abalishedevadassystem was an attack on Hindu
customs. As Davesh Soneji observes in his owmoiicst work on thelevadasissome of the
anti-abolitionists were Brahman men who did nog lgovernmental interference in local
practices® Nonetheless, cases involving the treatment sh@mhad been brought to public
attention. One case included the 1890 case ofhitdnilDas, a ten year old girl who died from
forced intercourse with her husband Hari Mohan flaBecause of the legal definition of rape
during the time period, Maity could not face raparges because Phulmoni was at the existing

age of consertf®

After this case, Parsi Social reformer Behramjidbari brought public attention to the

‘mistreatment’ of Indian women, namely on the tepié child marriage and enforced

195 350neji,Unfinished Gestured29-132.

196 yanaki Nairwomen and Law in Colonial India: A Social Histgyew Delhi: Kali for Women, 1996),
73. Also see Charles Herman Heimsétidjan Nationalism and Hindu ReforgRrinceton: Princeton University
Press, 1964), 170-1Devadasicustoms and child marriage was related insofarghatof the important customs
they held was the tying of the pottu, which symbedi marriage to the deity. Becadsvadasisacted as
courtesans, they were also indirectly targetechizyreform movement. Please see Muthulakshmi R&dghers,
subject file Il (part Il), 72, which has been triated by Davesh Soneji in Sondjinfinished Gesture230-1.
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widowhood. He advocated for the increase of theedgonsent from ten to twelve, which was
the consenting age in England. Even though thiessBradministration remained cautious about
imposing reform legislation, they encouraged thdidn English educated elite to actively pursue
reform movements®’ However, due to the continued policy of nonirgeghce on part of the

British administration, the age of consent remaitiedsame until 192%?

Again, as seen in the previously presented coses;ahe British administration did not
directly interfere with the reform movements or toairt cases. However, they encouraged the
Indian reformists’ attempts at social reform bynlging attention to events that spurred concern
for the treatment of women. This was done on $kae okati before its abolition in 1829 by
British officials. Ram Mohan Roy, a known Hinddaenist who supported the abolition sHti,
suggested thaati was not required by Hindu texts. He capitalizedrantreatment of women in
the movement, believing the abolitionsattiimproved the status of women in Indfd.Just as
Mani suggests in her writings, we see how the tneat of women becomes the center of

discourse when making changes to local traditfdhs.

Happening simultaneously with the movement to cbahg age of consent for women

was the 1892 Anti-Nautch Movement in Tamil Nddti.“Nautch” is a colloquialism adopted by

107 Heimsath Indian Nationalism and Hindu Social Refqrh®5.
108 |pid, 155-171.

199 Kumar, History of Doing 7-14. The debate regarding the abolitiosaf is interesting for several
reasons. First, it is one of the first cases veediscourse surrounding Indian women'’s agency duBiritish rule.
Paradoxically, though, Indian women themselvesaténvolved in the debate. In addition, Bengatlews used
to be able to inherit their deceased husband’sgrtpp After the establishment of British rule ief®yal, these
widows lost this privilege.

110 Mani, Recasting WometiContentious Traditions,” 90.

M1 grinivasan, “Reform and Revival,” 1873. Becaudecated professionals in this time generally had an
English education and, as Srinivasan points outeWweavily influenced by these influences, | baigwsafe to
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the English to refer to the act of dance, or damciih comes from the Hindi word, “naachna,” or
“to dance.” Therefore, the Anti-Nautch Movemerfere to a movement to abolish dances.
Amrit Srinivasan said that this movement was mddéaogely educated professionals and
Hindus.™? This movement specifically targeted thevadasis These English educated elite
attempted character assassination orddwadasidy defaming them and discouraging people

from employing them.

Traditionally,devadasisave been employed for the purpose of dancingadls
functions. These social functions included wedsdirfgs already noted in the introduction pages
of this thesisdevadasi$ave been associated with auspiciousness — wit lgek and
prosperity — in Tamil Nadu. Because of this, ttraglitionally conducted a variety of dances and
rituals that brought these traits to local estélients. However, because of the increased
reformist involvement in ostracizing their dancepublic, lesslevadasi®ecame involved in
public events® By 1897, almost all social reformist organizasiomere said to begin

boycotting nautches from social functions whergy tinaditionally performed**

This movement betrays the internalization of Vi@orideas of morality combined with

the privileging of Brahmanical Hindu societal norméctorian ideas discouraged the public

assume Srinivasan implied that these people wersame English educated elite that pushed for gedk
Consent Bill. Kay K. Jordan refers these elité\eigsternized” elite, but for the sake of specifjcit use the term
“English educated elite.”

12 pid,
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display of emotion, something that was crucialaaaks-" Indian reformers even adopted the
Victorian distaste of public expressiveness as al@ylsomething that made them even campaign
against the practice sfapa a Punjabi practice where women mourn at fundralerying

outloud and beating on their own bredsts.

Nonetheless, reformists opposed nautches in pspéces through the usage of public
mediums and collectively protesting at the homethefelite who did not boycott their dances.
Reformists believed theevadasissongs, dances, and customs to be E\Wdror instance, some
dances tell stories of characters expressing tustdch other, even when sexual intercourse does
not explicitly take place in the stoty? Reformists pushed for legislation abolishing
performances like these at social functions. Wreposing legislation to ban tlkevadasis’
dance, the reformers said to the Government of Badnd the Viceroy that the performances by
devadasisvere: “...of women who as everybody knows are prnaigts and their Excellencies
hereafter at least must know to be such'?.’"Eventually, the government vocally took a stance

in 1911, urging the Indian public to take a staagainst these performancés.

The aforementioned cases exemplify the transitidheway Indian reformists

addressed theevadassystem. Initially, it was through judicial intemtion on a number of

5 pid.
18 pid.

17 JordanFrom Sacred Servant to Profane Prostitut8; Kumar History of Doing 56; Srinivasan,
“Reform and Revival,” 1873.

118 Soneji,Unfinished Gesture$5-66. Davesh Soneji cites lyrics from Tanjoreserved by a woman
named Kola Subrahmanyam. According to Soneji, tsesgs thrived in salon performances during the lat
nineteenth and early twentieth century.
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court cases by reformists in the courts, as pdastlay Parker. Over time, the general public
began taking interest in reform. The Anti-Nautcbwdment was a direct attack on the
devadasiscustoms, something that the British administnatiatially allowed to continue.
However, as with the push by Malabari to incre&gedge of consent, the British administration,
while not directly interfering with the local custs, encouraged the English educated elite to
pursue reform movements against dlee¥adasis Both of these movements call into question the
accepted norms surrounding an Indian woman’s sgyudlhey represent a complex discourse
surrounding what constituted the respectable Indiaman and what was considered

unrespectable — what was considered prostitution.

In 1912, Indian legislator Maneckji Dadabhoy, adPhanker from the Central Provinces,
asked to introduce a bill that would “make furtpeovision for the protection of women and
girls.”*** This bill included punishment for the followindedication of a girl who is under
sixteen years of age to a deity; obtaining a githwntention for making her into a prostitute;
inducting a girl into concubinage or giving a dolthe custody of a brothel keeper or prostitute
(or dancing girl); giving away one’s wife to anothedividual; permitting or assisting in any of

the aforementioned crimé#

Much debate followed this proposal from the locavgrnments, the central
governments, and the reformists. Central governheaned toward its policy of

noninterference, but there became an increasingiainod demand for these laws to pass. The

12 Government of India, Home Department (JudiciafpceedingsApril 1912, No. 27, as quoted by
JordanFrom Sacred Servant to Profane Prostituts.

122 |pid.
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Government eventually agreed on this bill, butmtid directly bardevadasiledication->* By
May, 1914, Sir Reinald Craddock of the Home Departhstated the Government’s premises as
the following:

...[We] did not desire to put in the law that anyigelus practice was in itself immoral.

If it was immoral, it would come under the law, lvg did not want to define it as

immoral itself, because we were warned that, aljhaas a rule, such dedication did

involve a life of immorality, it had not done saginally, and there might be

exceptions?*

Thus, even though there was an increase in theyneeby the reformers and eventually,
officials of the local governments, the central gmment remained ever cautious about instating
any laws that infringed on what were perceivedefigious customs. For this reason, once more,
there was no direct law addressing desadasisand the application of the established laws
remained solely up to judicial intervention. Withs said, the central government did endorse a

bill that makes it easier for these judicial inamtions to prosecutgevadasisn cases where

they feel their practices are ‘immoral’ and wilattadopted girls to become ‘immoral.’

Perhaps an even more interesting observation isSth&€raddock insisted the practice of
thedevadasibecame immoral over time, but that it was not abvey. We see the influence of
previous court cases on Sir Craddock’s decisioaweVer, there also appears an echo of
apologist accounts of trdevadasin the court case. When making his decisionC&addock
took into consideration a perspective endorsed indiHdefenders of théevadassystem.

These defenders suggested the system became ‘Cavep time, but was traditionally a

1231hid., 75-86.

124 Government of India, Legislative DepartmentoceedingsMay 1914, Nos. 100-07, No, 100, as quoted
by JordanFrom Sacred Servant to Profane Prosti{L8e.
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respectable tradition from an idealized Goldenfagélinduism??® Here, we see a glimpse of
another narrative that was a product of the entwjiif ideas regarding Victorian morality and
Brahmanical Hindu notions of sexual purity. Bofllese ideas are part of the values that,
incidentally, motivate Indian reformists to aboliste devadassystem. Before, we had only the
reformists playing an active role in the discoyrséaining to thelevadassystem. Now we see
the involvement of apologists who defend tlevadasisystem, but still inevitably support the

same normatives as the reformists.

Both groups are concerned with the enforcemenbwircon conjugal norms regarding
the woman'’s sexuality. They are both productdeftistorical construction — and
reconstruction — of conjugal norms. Through theedurse, regardless of whether they defend or

oppose thelevadassystem, they adopt the attitude and educationeo€tthonizers.

After 1914, we can see a shift in the power givethe local governments. It is in this
context where we see more reforms directly targetevadasisleaving less to judicial
intervention and more to legislation and the gragwieform movements. This change in the
political situation, plus the debates and the ev&@ding to the Devadasis (Prevention of
Dedication) act of 1947, will be discussed in tbiofwving chapter. Importantly, | will address
the question of agency that had commonly risehéndebates as well as the scholarship done on
the topic. Afterward, | will address the issuetimthis aspect of the discourse as a way to

supplement the main argument of my thesis.

1251hid., 84-7.
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CHAPTER IlI

THE QUESTION OF AGENCY AND CONJUGAL NORMS IN THE BCOURSE
REGARDING THE DEVADASIS

This chapter has several purposes. First, itadtlress the remaining legislation that
eventually leads up to the Devadasis (Preventidbeafication) act of 1947, which in its entirety
ends thalevadassystem in Tamil Nadu. In the process, | will aakdr and analyze perspectives
of Indian reformists andevadasisvho opposed reform legislation. | will also sitameously
address the question of agency (or lack thereataimng to thedevadasas well as the conjugal
norms that are asserted in the debates. Through tias, | will problematize the discourse
regarding thelevadasisagency and further show how the debate surrourtimg@bolition of
thedevadassystem had more to do with the enforcement ofrrsitacted conjugal norms.

Throughout this chapter, we will also see what IM#mi asserts as the reconstitution of
tradition under colonial rul®® Consequently, this reconstruction happens omvjihrthe
privileging of Brahmanical Hindu norms regarding thoman'’s sexuality. We will see how the
reconstruction of conjugal norms surrounding woraenoften coinciding with debates
surrounding “the rights and status of women inatyci*?’ | believe Mani’s argument reinforces
the idea that despite the numerous suggestionsfosnrists that theevadasisstatus would
change as a result of reform, thevadasisiegal status had nothing to do with their lack of

agency.

126 Mani, Recasting WomefContentious Traditions,” 90.

27 |pbid.
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Contextualizing Legislative Actions Surrounding tevadasis: World War | and the Aftermath,
1914-1927

In order for us to understand the events and del@aeling to the abolition of the
devadassystem, we must understand the political scemedia after World War 1. In this
particular scene in Indian history, we will see gvents that lead to increased agency amongst
the Indians. During this time, Indians gained muoétical power and representation in the
government. As a result of this, reformers amottgsEnglish educated elite obtained more
influence. This chain of events led to the debatesirring between 1927 and 1947, the very
debates that preceded the Devadasis (Preventibedi€ation) Act of 1947.

By default, India entered war in August 4, 1914&se the state was a member of the
British Empire. India contributed to the war effof”® Mohandas K. Gandhi even supported the
British war efforts-*®> Consequently, India’s support of World War | naty led to the
exhaustion of resources, but its active involvenietiie war efforts exposed them to new ideas
that would impact their sense of identity. Onéhaf important ideas entering Indian people’s
mind was the notion that the West no longer heldraaral or technical superiority over them.
As a result of the cultural colonization of India the part of the British and the reconstructed
elite, Indians once viewed themselves morally aatitiologically inferior compared to the
British.**° Because of their exposure to World War I, Indieegan to question these ideas.

Spear further elaborates how additional factorgrdmuted to this transition in Indian

consciousness. One of the significant factors ohesuthe impact of American patriotism on

128 Thomas George Percival Speladia: A Modern History(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,
1961) 338.

129 stanley WolpertGandhi's Passion: The Life and Legacy of Mahatmadba(New York:
Oxford University Press, 200192.

130 gpear)ndia: A Modern History338.
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Indians. The Fourteen Points presented by Woodkilaon, a concept that emphasized self-
determination and freedom for all, inspired a sexfggtionalism amongst Indiah¥. Another
major contributor to this development was Indiaamb privy to the events of the Russian
Revolution in 1917, something that convinced Indi#rat despotism could be overcotife.
Then the forced surrender of Sultan Mehmed VI, smraeegarded as an influential religious
leader and a figure worthy of respect to Indian Mo, led to increased resentment of British
Rule on the part of Muslin?$? In the following paragraphs, | will discuss hdvistrelates to the
devadasisand the process by which their system becameshisali

Indians increasingly saw themselves entitled tosdrae status as their colonizers.
Because of this, social reformers gained moreipaliinfluence in India. It was believed by
Indians amongst the English educated elite thaakmform movements showed the British as
well as the world itself that India was a modeiwiliced nation worthy of rights to self-govern.
Initially, the British initially did not plan forrdians to have more representation in their own
government. World War | changed this. Edwin SelhMiontague, Secretary of State for India,
declared the following on August 20, 1917:

“The policy of His Majesty’s Government, with whithe Government of India are in

complete accord, is that of the increasing assoaiaif Indians in every branch of the

administrations with a view in the progressive issdion of responsible government in

India as an integral part of ‘the British Empiré*

This set the precedent for reformists amongst tigdi€h educated elite to gain more

political influence. Because of the changes tbldied, reformists possessed more direct

131 bid., 342.
132 pid.
133 hid.
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influence over the legislation process in the Indiavernment. As a result, this set the stage for
more reform legislation targeting tlevadasi4o pass.

Two years later, policies were integrated into@overnment of India Act of 1919 and
Indian representation amongst legislation increasestically**®> This came as a result of
pressure from mass movements all over India sedionte rule*® Again, this gave more
power to reformists amongst the English educatéel élowever, because the British still
dominated the central government and foreign afdéinther demands to increase Indians’ role
in government came. Nonetheless, Indians begaave more government representation.
Because of their increased representation in tigeslagive Councils, this gave them more
ground to work on social reform related legislatiddn important advancement in the laws
during this time was the increase of the majorgg &or women from sixteen to eighteen. Then
the government amended the Indian Penal Code df, 18&king it punishable by law to adopt or
employ a girl for the intention and purpose of pitagon, regardless of whether she begins the
profession after reaching the majority age.

Despite this, there existed no laws that direcdgltiwith thedevadasis However,
because of the changed in representation withitnidian government, all reform laws
pertaining to prostitution, the adoption of minaaad the age of consent became more readily
applicable tadevadasishould there be any reason to believe them adpptiemploying girls
for prostitution. Therefore, even after World Wamuch of the legislative decisions against

devadasisemained up to judicial interpretatioff. In 1927, this changes.

135 |bid, 44-50.
136 Whitehead, "Community Honor/Sexual Boundaries," 92
137 JordanFrom Sacred Servant to Profane Prostitl@&-103.
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Debates and Legislative Measures Toward the Deiade27-1947

Dr. S. Muthulakshmi Reddy, a prestigious socialkeoy doctor, and Hindu activist was
the first woman represented in Indian legislatidhHer time being educated in London
convinced her that venereal diseases amongst woniedia was one of the major social issues
in the country, which only further drives her t@port movements against any lifestyle that
promotes sexual practices outside of marridgezurthermore, she believed girls dedicated to
Hindu temples were victims of exploitatidH. She also represented a significant voice amongst
the English educated elite. When representing thdris Legislative Council, she proposed the
following on November 4, 1927:

This Council recommends to the Government to uallerlegislation or if that is for any

reason impracticable to recommend to the Governwidndia to undertake legislation

at a very early date to put a stop to the pracifaedication of young girls and young

women to Hindu temples for immoral purposes unkerpretext of caste, custom, or

religion}*?

The statement above is evidence of Reddy’s amBiti@na Hindu reformer. She
expresses clearly that she wants to put an eritetdeadication of girls to Hindu temples. This is
a reference to th@evadassystem and it is in this statement where we sedeace of legislation

beginning to directly address tevadasis Reddy insisted that by outlawing tthevadasi

system, thousands of girls would be rescued fraetfects of venereal disease as a result of

139 Avabai B. Wadia, “Synopsis,” in S. Muthulakshmidglg, Autobiography of Dr. (Mrs.) S.
Muthulakshmi Reddyx-xii.

10 \Whitehead, "Community Honor/Sexual Boundaries 993
! 1bid.

142 Government of Madra®roceedings of the Madras Legislative Counaill. XXXVIII, 415, as quoted
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living “immoral” lives.**® An interesting point to note is the fact Reddadiéy uses Western
medical science in her justification of outlawilg tlevadassystem. Venereal diseases were an
alleged concern noted by the British when they @@disise Contagious Diseases Act (1868-1888)
and Cantonment Regulatiof$. British officials used these laws for regulatimgthels, even
moving courtesans into regimented brothels forhysBritish soldiers:*®> Veena Oldenburg in
her article Lifestyle as Resistancpostulated how the motivations of the British htigave been
less benign than they suggested. She showed me$egrch on the case of the courtesans in
Lucknow that these women were some of the richesple in the city.Kothas— the equivalent
of a saloon or brothel — were plundered, theireictaken as ‘spoils of war*® Indian
nationalists during this time were outraged atgbeential exploitation of Indian women during
this time, but in the Z0century, the constructed English educated elitedmbraced Western
medicine’*’ Dr. Reddy exemplifies this shift in nationalisscburse.
As a result, Reddy begins her career on the Lagisl Council of Madras by proposing
bills and solutions toward ending tevadassystem. IrStri-Dharma India’s first magazine
for women, Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy states the follugv
| would advise my country people to shut the stéeli®ore the horse is stolen. Who does
not realise that “prevention is better than cuM/My then this nervousness on the part of
our people to put an end once and for all to atm@athat disfigures and defiles our
sacred temples, that contaminates the youth afdbatry, a practice that brings ill-

health, disruption, discontent into happy famibesl is thus a menace to family life and
finally poisons the future race through veneresgdses. If we want to come up as a

143 Government of Madra®roceedings of the Madras Legislative Counaill. XXXVIII, 415-17, as
quoted by Jordarsrom Sacred Servant to Profane Prostitut20. Also see Whitehead, "Community Honor/Sexual
Boundaries," 96-100.

1 1bid., 93-99.
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nation to command the self-respect of the worfdel very strongly that all the social
diseases must be cured, because to my knowledgeisnithe only country in the world
that condemns a particular class of girls into praison.... What is still more deplorable
is the prevalence of the popular belief that thiguitous custom has the sanction of our
holy religion — hence should not be interfered witdindu Society...is neglecting a most
dangerous disease and so deserves the seriousoattall healthy-minded citizens, of
all earnest reformers, patriots, and statesmery.Oan amendment of the Hindu
Religious Endowments AEE will save the future race from further mental, elpand
physical decay?®
Once more, we see a passage that shows Reddy engpWgstern medicine in her
premises in her argument for the abolition ofdegadassystem. It also shows an attempt to
equate progress to living a 'moral’ life. As oaa tell already from the comments by those such
as Dr. Reddy and by evaluating the previous casgés concerning prostitution, a number of
individuals saw thelevadaskystem as an affront to this progré¥sFurthermore, the system at
this point had been considered immoral on numetasgss in previous court cases, a stance that
reformers adopted over time.
There also is another point worthy of noting inamts to the discourse surrounding
Indian women’s sexuality, which has been address#tke beginning pages of this thesis. As |
have reiterated already, Indian nationalists ptetethe Contagious Diseases Act and
Cantonment Regulations when these laws were ilyiiradtated. They did not approve of the
potential exploitation of Indian women under thises. However, over time, between 1880

and 1910, leaders of specific groups of eliteshsagcthe Indian National Congress, constructed

a model of the ideal Indian woman “whose role wasarily that of an educated mother and

148 This act at this time allows for myriad of custagntaws, one of which permits tlievadasigo be
given land grants called inaams. These grantsip#rem to own land because of their temple senfiease see
JordanFrom Sacred Servant to Profane Prostitti#4-25; Sreenivas, “Creating Conjugal Subjects;564
Whitehead, "Community Honor/Sexual Boundaries,"199-

149 Stri-Dharmal927, 103, as quoted by Ibid., 99.
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wife.”*®* This characterizes the important elements imtwely constructed conjugal norms
marking a respectable woman in Indian societythénpassage froi&tri-Dharma people can

see the connection between Muthulakshmi Reddyasi@ad that of the Indian nationalists,
especially those of the English educated eliteesgmted in the INC and in previously mentioned
reform movements.

During Dr. Reddy’s time of campaigning against desadassystemdevadasivegan
organizing protests against what they perceivezhaassault on their tradition. According to a
newspaper report from Muthulakshmi Reddy’s filekethCutzcamittiran'>? devadasisvho
opposed the reform legislation met in the Chinglejigtrict of Cheyyur. They are mentioned in
the report titled, “The Question of Devadasis: Adflieg of the Devadasis, Cheyyur.” These
devadasistated the following>®

1. This meeting [of the devadasis] severely opptsesesolution brought by

Smt. Muthulakshmi Ammal in Chennai Legislative Asddy./ [...] 3. This

meeting vehemently condemns speaking and writirghase manner about a respectable

community, comparing them with dishonorable pragtis, in the context of forging a bill

to eradicate prostitution.

The obvious point of interest is how tevadasithemselves choose to become an
active part of the debates surrounding the abalibibthedevadassystem. Despite allegations
of these women being prostitutes by reformistsdéneadasi©pposing the reform legislation is
adamant about not being considered a class ofifutest In fact, they insist they belong to a

respectable community and condemn claims suggestirggwise. Thus, here we find the core

strategy employed by thieevadasisvho protest the reform legislation: marking thelvse

51 Whitehead, "Community Honor/Sexual Boundaries," 96

132 cytzcamittiran, n.d. Davesh Soneji provides a translation of tieiwspaper report in Sonejinfinished
Gestures229-30.

%3 |pid.



43

different from prostitutesDevadasiopposing reform legislation find themselves fading
challenge of maintaining both legal and socialustas respectable women. Reform movements
prior to the earlier 20century already pushed them out of the public sptstigmatizing their
nautch performances in a number of cases. Angllgn that abolished their practices would
inevitably push them to the margins of Indian stcie

These women also suggested that their primarywele artists of religion. Furthermore,
because thdevadasi®btained income from their respective propertiethe form of a
matrilineal inheritance, they feared losing thisviigge and their property if the government
banned dedicatiol?’ They also postulated that passing any legislatmlishing the dedication
of girls meant “in trying to remedy an evil exigiim a caste, the caste itself is condemned to
death and hence it is argued that the evil carmesefore exist**®> Devadasipposing
legislation against the dedication of girls to téespsuggested the very act might condemn
devadasigo prostitution because of the loss in wealth jarogberty, strongly urging for
alternatives to handling “prostitution” amongstittranks*®

Here, we see a direction in the discourse simiah¢ one the Brahmans defending the
devadassystem in the earlier part of the century tookthia previous chapter, Sir Reginald
Craddock of the Home Department noted how desp@ealiegations suggesting the dedication
of girls to thedevadassystem often led “to a life of immorality,” he ggested it had not done so

in the past, and “there might be exceptiot®d. Devadasigrotesting the reform legislation

154 JordanFrom Sacred Servant to Profane Prostitut&9-32.
155 |pid.
158 | pid.
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44

appealed to these sentiments. They did not reffigteltim that their profession was originally
“pure” and that they were expected to be chasteas&s of the deities to whom they were
dedicated. In fact, these women encouraged thes iegarding sexual purity.

Again, contemporary anthropologists have criticit@d apologist claim regarding the
devadasis They stated how these women were not chaste@nekpected to be chaste.
Instead, these scholars have suggested how theabjmpvard apologist sentiment involved the
changing attitude of society toward these women arfgaged in concubinage and sexual
practice outside of marriage. Prior to the colbp&xiod, thedevadasissexual practices did not
keep them from earning respect from the templesacikty they served®® Because of the
stakes entailed in the contemporary perioddénadass opposing the reform legislation likely
attempted to disassociate themselves from anytiengting from the valued, reconstructed
conjugal norms. Even though tevadasi®opposed the reform legislation, they inevitably
supported the same assumptions made by reforrgistdgon regarding the contemporary
practice of the&levadassystem. This includes them assuming there exigtiagtitution in some
temples as well as the same attitudes on sexudy pur

Perhaps another interesting component of the debats only the discourse
surrounding it, but the other actors involved inir. Muthulakshmi Reddy stated how there
were members of the community she representeds pditicular statement entailed a specific

population in thelevadascommunity: the men. A number of these men supgdtte reform

158 Marglin, Wives of the God-Kin@®; Srinivasan, “Reform and Revival,” 1869-1875.
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legislation. We can see an example of this in albdlrmade by the men members of the
community*>*

...Unable to tolerate the atrocities committed by warof this community, the merciful

Lord bade the goddess Madikshm herself to incarnate herself as Dr. Muthulakshomi t

redeem these women and ensure they live a respetfalj...] It is pathetic to know

that their [devadasi protestors] intention is tawnepottu under the pretext of

serving the god only to satisfy the sexual lughefso-called aristocratic devotees of the

temple. This great “religious” secret is now exgi<°

Just like the reformists outside of ttevadascommunity, the male members appeal to
the sentiments of what constituted a respectableamo They evoke language that portrays the
devadasiss sexual deviants who satisfied the needs otheatic devotees. Some of the
description, in fact, is similar to the descripsarfdevadasisnade by Abbe Dubois in his works
on Hindu custom&®* It depicts an image of a Hindu temple where pegéd Hindu men enjoy
sexual relations with ‘dancing girls.” Moreoverappeals to the reconstructed conjugal norms in
India where respectable women were defined by geiual purity.

However, there exist several other consideratidmsn analyzing the role of the men in
the debate. A number of the men in tle¥adascommunity wanted the abolition of the system.
According to Amrit Srinivasan, only a few men iretbommunity were able to acquire the same
financial independence and household authorith@ddvadasithemselves did. When they

did, it was often from outstanding dance instrutif Scholars have suggested these men

resented the fact they lacked the same autonomgueeholds the women possessed and

139 Muthulakshmi Reddy Papers, subject file Il (p#lj)t B42-3, translated by Davesh Soneji in Soneji,
DaveshUnfinished Gesture228.
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coveted their land and properf}. Other information worthy of note is that thesenmere
forbidden to engage in sexual intercourse withdéneadasi©or marry adevadasi Thedevadasis
could only partake in intercourse with patrons dateed by the temple authorities and their
mothers and grandmothers (the latter to whom hedding rights):** This left men in the
community lacking the companionship men otherwigeyed in other communities.

After ceaseless campaigning and despite the psod@sbngst the opposition existing in the
devadascommunity, Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy proposed afoitldrafting meant for amending
the existing laws regardirdgvadasignd the land grants bestowed to them as a condegfuen
temple service. This act, known as the Madras tiRdligious Endowments Act of 1926, an
amendment to the previous Madras Hindu Religioudolaments Act, demanded lands owned
by thedevadaside deeded to them and no longer requiringlthedasito perform temple
services:>® This bill was known as the Madras Hindu Religi@mlowments Act of 1926. They
continued receiving income without being require@¢onduct temple duti¢§® The Legislative
Council deliberated immensely on the specificshes bill, debating on the standards for
assessing the value of these lands, whether thv@sedhe lands and reimburse desadasis

and so forth. Debates became heated as Dr. Reddgsted the government should not permit
thedevadasigo continue their temple performances upon the tineir land became

disenfranchised. She without question desiredgtantly abolish the dedication of girls to

183 Sreenivas, “Creating Conjugal Subjects,” 63-92] Srinivasan , “Reform and Revival,” 1869-1876.

184 Forbes, Geraldin&/omen in Modern India, Vol. 2Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999),
182.

185 Govt. of MadrasProceedings of the Madras Legislative Count28, vol. XLIII, 273, as quoted by
Jordan, Kay K.From Sacred Servant to Profarig2-3.

1% |pid.
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temples. According to her, they were: "not thdimes of their own inclinations as ordinary
prostitutes are, but rather the victims of custatnich teaches them to practice vice as their
caste dharma-®’ She insinuates the following about society's moleontributing to the
devadassystem, but posits her statement as a rhetoriestigun:

Don't you think that society, while condemningeféle] poor women and treating them as

outcastes, but at the same time receiving those codprits who resort to those women

into their fold, as honourable members of theetyciundermine the very fundamental
principles of morality and justic&?

What | find interesting is not merely the continsauention of thelevadasidiving an
‘immoral’ life. This passage interests me becaddb@language Reddy uses in this quotation. It
bears a striking resemblance to Christian missiesaf the earlier 20century. Sherwood
Eddy, when commenting on Amy Wilson Carmichael’'skvio South Asia, stated the following:

Our hearts go out to these poor defenceless gittgdia. Miss Carmichael has begun

rescuing little girls who are being sold to thenptes for lives of shame. She has over a

hundred beautiful, bright-faced children, who Iha&en, or were about to be, sold to the

temple and “married to the god” for a life of imrabty. For some she paid ten cents,

others had been promised to the temple for asdsghirty dollars, while some she got

freel6°

In the words of Jo-Ann Wallace, she “deliberatalgleed the language of commerce and
property to shock [her] readers into an appreanadiowhat they understood to be the sexual and
commercial exploitation of girls in a corrupt teralystem.*’® Essentially, this passage

capitalizes on the oppression and exploitation ainen that missionaries perceived when

187 Muthulakshmi Reddi to unknown recipient, 8 Oct2Z9MRP subject file 11, as quoted by Mytheli
Sreenivas in Sreenivas, "Creating Conjugal Suhjecs

188 |bid. | made a few minor modifications to thisogation from the original presented in Mytheli's
guotation. | replaced the original "those" withracketed "these" for the purpose of fluidity.

189 Eddy, Sherwoodndia AwakeningNew York: Missionary Educations Movement of theitdd States
and Canada, 1911)52.

170 3o0-Ann Wallace,“Lotus-Buds: Amy Wilson Carmichaeld the Nautch-Girls of South India/ictorian
Review24, no. 2 (1998): 176.
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observing Indian traditions. This justified notiynolonial rule, but the continued work of the
missionaries in the country. Just like Sherwood\g@dr. Reddy appeals to the notion that the
status ofdevadasisvould improve once the system was abolished. eshkes a sense that these
women were being misguided and exploited for praistin and capitalizes on the idea that
devadasisvere raised under an ‘unhealthy notion’ of traxfiti Dr. Reddy portrays the
devadasiss victims of an oppressive system, an oppressiiety. This is exactly what
colonists have done with a number of cases reggidohan women in Indian societgdti, child
marriage, etcJ’* Once more, the discourse surrounding the rightgomen conceal a dynamic
regarding the reconstruction of tradition, justag Mani postulates in her article regarding
sati.'’? Through this passage, we can see how MuthulakBteaily exemplifies the changes in
the attitudes of the Indian English educated eMeg inevitably adopt the attitude and societal
values of their British colonizers.

After considerable debate, including criticismsalwng how the bill was being rushed
and not sufficiently analyzed by a select commijttee President of the Council supported the
bill. Amendments on the bill were discussed, saghemples being given “quit-rent” on
devadasiowned lands. When tldevadasbbtained revenue from her land, the bill requined
to continue receiving this revenue under the camdiihe revenue returned to the temple upon
her death. Eventually, the Act V of 1929, othemwksiown as the Religious Endowments Act of

1929, passetf?

1 Kumar,History of Doing.
172 Mani, Recasting WometiContentious Traditions."

73 Govt. of Madras, Proceedings of the Madras LetiigaCouncil, 1929, vol. XLVI, 620-3, as quoted by
Jordanfrom Sacred Servant to Profane ProstitLit84.
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Over time, fewedevadasisemained to oppose reform legislation against thei
profession. The Religious Endowments Act of 19&%/led less incentive fatevadasito
continue their profession, drawing them into thejagal norms that became enforced through
the reform legislation. With less adoption andidaton of girls occurring, lesgevadasisan
continue the lineage. This means less oppositoariy legislation that was to come and impact
thedevadaskysten"*

Immediately after the passing of the Religious Bmaents Act of 1929, Reddy
proposed the following bill in 1930: “A Bill to Pvent the Dedication of Women to Hindu
Temples.*”® Changes in the structure of the government gsosed by the Government of
India Act of 1935 aided in reviving interestdevadasreform in Madras. The new government
in Madras consisted of a Legislative Assembly afiavincial Legislative Council, creating a
bicameral legislature branch. More representative® elected versus appointed in
legislation"®

Occurring around the same time as these change®andd interest in reform
legislation regarding théevadasisadevadasin support of reform, Muvalur A.
Ramamirthammal published her book 'Dasigal Mosavaldis work had been translated as
Web of Deceit In this book, we find a historical fiction regarg thedevadasprofession and
the an unpleasant narrative of it involved. Inititeoductory section of Kalpana Kannainits

and Vasanth Kannalam’s version of the book, they quote Ramamirthamsiastimony:

174 bid., 134-5.

75 Govt. of MadrasProceedings of the M.L.C1930, vol. LI, 498, as quoted from Jord&rpm Sacred
Servant to Profane Prostitut35.

178y/.D. Mahajan, “Constitutional Changes from 191%99 Chapter XXXIV, inThe Cambridge History
of India, The Indian Empire, 1858-1918, with Addlitil Chapters 1919-19690l. VI, edited by H.H. Dodwell
(Delhi: S. Chand & Co., 1968), 648-49.
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| was born in a traditional non-devadasi family...Mycle and aunt persuaded my father
to force me into prostitution through the devadasitom. They also advised him not to
marry me away, since | would fetch a handsome atoumy family through the
profession — given my talents in music and dancea. m@ parents forced me into this
custom. It was during this time | deeply thoughtwat this custom as evil and read those
religious texts which advocated it. | felt thatnmteave forced certain women into this
degrading profession to pursue their indiscreeaglees and for selfish reasdns.
Ramamirthammal, like Reddy, presentsdegadassystem as oppressive and
exploitative. Furthermore, she represents somgtise important in the debate: thevadasis
who opposed thdevadassystem and pushed for reform. This layer addsvgptexity to the
discourse surrounding tlievadasisand their agency. However, as Geraldine Forbésssta
her bookWomen in Modern Indjalevadasisvere never by any stretch “free agerts.in this
way, Rammamirthammal’s testimony supports thisaménd the allegations made by Christian
missionaries and reformers. Because she herseldhd@gadasiher testimony served as
justification for social reformers to further puign the abolition of the system.
Rammamirthammal’s testimony has other interesgiegients to it, though. As already
mentioned, it addresses the question of agencg.claims that thdevadassystem was
exploitative in her work. Her testimony impliegthtatus oflevadasisvould improve with the
removal of the system. However, in her story, ind & narrative not too unlike that found in

King Shudraka’s playThe Little Clay Cart’® Even thougtWeb of Deceitloes not show

devadasiss simply deviant seductresses, or as victims aipgpressive system, it supports an

7Kudi Arasy December 13, 1925, as quoted by S. Anandhi, "#&&emting devadasis:'Dasigal Mosavalai'
as a radical text,Economic and Political WeekB6, no. 11/12 (1991): 741. Also see Muvalur A. Ramrthammal,
Kalpana Kannabiin (commentator), and Vasanth Kannabi(commentator), “Framing the Web of Deceit,”
Muvalur Ramamirthammal's Web of Deceit: DevadasofRe in Colonial India 2.

8 Forbes\Women in Modern Indjal82.
" please see Ramamirthammal, Kalpana Kanfraiommentator), and Vasanth Kannabir

(commentator)Muvalur Ramamirthammal's Web of Decaitd Ryder (translator), Shudraka (auth®hge Little
Clay Cart.
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overarching framework on what constitutes a regjetor unrespectable wom#H. The hero

and heroine in the book idealize conjugal norms phece value on a monogamous, heterosexual
marriage'® As Sreenivas observes, however, this novel alskes the question of whether
subscribing to conjugal normalcy is sufficient @dtaining the status of a respectable wortffan.
We will address this question in the conclusiothig thesis.

On August 15, 1947, India became independent. Becalithe British Empire’s
dependency on India’s support, resources, and peesat was simply too much for the British
to maintain rule over it. A central governmentlagpd the British colonial government. Home
Minister Dr. P. Subbarayan, who was also part efSklect Committee that looked over the
devadasreform legislation in previous years, introducdthé Madras Devadasi (Prevention of
Dedication) Bill, 1947.” As a consequencedefvadasisvho supported reform and other
members of the community who wanted this refornhlfamayan suggested the community in its
entirety long wanted this measure. Others sugdébte bill would enhance the prestige of the
house. V.I. Muniswami Pillai, another member afiséation, stated the following: “prostitution

in civilised nations is a crime.” While he recoggil the idea thatevadasisnay have been pure

in the past, he said the custom of dedicating girtemple service was maliciolf§. After

180 please see Ramamirthammal, Kalpana Kanfmraiitommentator), and Vasanth Kannabiran
(commentator)Muvalur Ramamirthammal's Web of Dec@i2 andAnandhi, “Representing Devadasis,” 744-5.

181 greenivas, “Creating Conjugal Subjects,” 76-77.
'8 |bid.

183 Govt. of MadrasMadras Legislative Council Debatesol. VI, 1947, 629-30, as quoted from Jordan,
From Sacred Servant to Profane Prostitutéd4.
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considerable debate, the Madras Devadasi (PreveotiDedication) Bill of 1947 was passed on
December 5, 194%*

Because thdevadasishumbers have considerably diminished after theipgsd the
Religious Endowments Act of 1929, there was fas [gsposition to the new legislation.
Daughters of theevadasisfter this bill have mostly moved onto marryingpithe mainstream
Hindu community. This left resistance toward puaghior these measures weakened when
compared to the opposition that existed prior ®oReligious Endowments Act of 1929. From
here on, it became a penal offense for dedicagoensonies. Furthermore, the new bill went as
far as outlawing dance in any religious or templecpeding®®
Additional Comments

| have discussed the history of 1927-1947 anddbislation affecting thdevadasisand
the debates surrounding it. Furthermore, | havphasized the Indian reformists’ subscription
to assumptions regarding established conjugal nahmsvalue of Indian women'’s sexual purity,
and how the discussion of the devadasis’ agenck thase important elements. My analyses
support Lata Mani’s theory on the reconstitutintipe- reconstructing — of traditions. | also show
elements where Brahmanical norms pertaining tdrtian woman’s sexuality are asserted as
part of the reconstruction of these conjugal norms.

Importantly, | also show hodevadasisnevitably support the same conjugal norms and
notions of sexual purity that the reformists doetiteir system becomes threatened with being
abolished. Even though they argued for the coation of thedevadassystem, they could only

strengthen their position in the debates by suppmpthe same ideas the reformists do. In this

184 Govt. of MadrasMadras Legislative Council Debatesol. XV, 1947, 94-102, as quoted from Jordan,
From Sacred Servant to Profane Prostitutég.

185 please see Tamil Nadu Act XXXI, 1947.



53

respect, they have become subjects of the Englisbaged elite’s view of conjugality. As a
result, this nuances their ideas during the deffdte.combination of events in this chapter,
along with the events of the previous chapter, rdoutied to the reduction of the legal as well as

social status of thdevadasis
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CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSIONS AND THE CONSEQUENCES OF CULTURAL COLOMTION

In this work, we have seen the complexities surdougnthe conceptualization of the
devadasi | do argue the significance of the constructicand reconstruction — of conjugal
norms as the underlying factor leading to the aioaoliof thedevadassystem. However, the
discourse surrounding tlievadasrepresents a microcosm of a larger discourse wing
India. As already insinuated in this paper, Lat@nMpostulates i€ontentious Traditionghat
“Women become emblematic of tradition, and the mbwng of tradition is largely conducted
through debating the rights and status of womesoaiety.™®® All of the discourse surrounding
status, rights, and other aspects of agency cosebter discourse regarding cultural
tradition®’

By extension, the debates leading to the abolicthedevadassystem also serves as a
microcosm for the reconstruction of an idealizedlidn past. It represents a larger dynamic
regarding the long term effects of Orientalisticistogy*®® being assimilated into the privileged
India intelligentsia. Multiple times through thelzhte, we encounter rhetoric regarding what
was the ‘authentic’ role of th@evadasin Indian society. Was she a profane prostitute o
sacred nun? Whatever happened to the idea ofreesan who still held a respectable status on
par with the idealized Indian wife and someone wbtentially conflates the aforementioned
binary? Was the respectable status of the Indbantesan overplayed, or downplayed? There

are many questions and for every answer foundseareh, more questions come to mind.

186 Mani, Recasting WometiContentious Traditions,” 90.
¥ |bid.

188 Term derived from Levine, “Orientalist Sociologydathe Creation of Colonial Sexualities.”
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Because of the legal history surrounding the didiniof prostitution in India, | have chosen to
make the distinction between courtesans and conprastitutes. However, other scholars
might problematize this categorization later.

As | have already stated numerous times in thisisheny research supports the theory
that the abolition of thdevadassystem had more to do with the construction andngituction
of conjugal norms. | find this argument more sahsal than the notion that suggests it was
about the agency, or lack of agency, ofdegadasi In that respect, | wish to leave some
thoughts regarding the discourse surrounding teea@gof thedevadasi Forbes postulates in
her work that these women were not free agentsipystretch'®® Once adevadasbecame
dedicated, the temple authorities dictated accéptaxual partners. Again, only tdevadasis'
mother or grandmother could veto arrangementsatin@le made between thevadasand a
patron'® Kersenboom-Story suggests in her fieldwork thatevadasishe studied had more
free choice in the matté?: saying that one of her informants stated the faihg:

“After we got our status asdgvadasiwe could decide for ourselves. If some were
deserted by men, they still had their professiorctwvafforded them a living. We had our
own discipline.**?

We see that Kersenboom-Story's ethnographic infoomaontradicts the statements
made by Forbes. According to her datkayadasidad a choice in whether they became a
devadasor became a legal wife. This implies some agemcthe part of thelevadasi. With
this in consideration, we must also take into aottliat Kersenboom-Story's ethnography had

been conducted during the late 1980's. Furthernemen if some temples might have given

189 ForbesWomen in Modern Indjal82.
1% |bid.
191 Kersenboom-StoryNityasumangali 189.

%2 pid.
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devadasighis option, it may not be the case for all terapleNonetheless, like Amrit Srinivasan
comments regarding the topic of agency pertainnp¢ devadasis: "The economic and
professional benefits were considerable and magsoitantly, not lacking in social honout?®
Like the traditional courtesan during pre-colonralia, thedevadaspossessed wealth, an
education, and self-respect regardless of thesfaedid not marry a mortal, and had a public
life.

However, there is another aspect of the debatesusding the abolition of theevadasi
system that is striking. As already emphasizdtiimthesis, a number of the allegations by
Indian reformists insinuate that these women wdukla better life if their system was
abolished. We have seen in the previous chajitegardless of the reformists' claims, we also
see that some of these women protested the attéonpiglaw thedevadaspractices. When
faced with this opposition, though, Dr. Muthulakshi®eddy made the following statement: "As
for the local devadasis' protest, they are alltafsprostitutes who have been set up by their
keepers. How can the Government take cognisansectifa protest?® In the previous
chapter, we see how Dr. Reddy claimsdegadasisvere victims of an oppressive, patriarchal
system. Despite being faced with opposition byptbeple she claims to advocate for, she
dismisses these protestors as prostitutes whanatteobehalf of their 'keepers' and disregards
their stance in the debates. This further bettlagsMuthulakshmi Reddy operates under the
binary model of what constitutes a respectablelamdspectable woman. She acts on

normatives that implicate what makes an idealizechan or what makes a prostitute.

193 Srinivasan, "Reform and Revival," 1869-70.

194 Muthulakshmi Reddi to Kaleswara Rao, 21 Oct. 198RP subject file 11, as quoted by Mytheli
Sreenivas in Sreenivas, "Creating Conjugal Suhjetis
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With this in consideration, | acknowledge therengeseveral limitations with my
analyses on the history surrounding tlezadasis Because of the requirements of my thesis, |
could not include other quotes that might be irging or relevant to the discourse surrounding
the reconstruction of conjugal norms. During tebates surrounding the abolition of the
devadaskystem was the movement to revive interest irr theices > | could not include the
research on this. In addition, members of the $hphical Society, such as Annie Besant, have
provided their own conjectures and influences endbbates, and | have not touched upon these
important characterS® However, again, | could not address this as thghity as | would like.
Perhaps in later works | can give these factorsensonsideration.

Having said that, there is another aspect of bmditeon of thedevadassystem that
deserves attention. Even though the Indian reftennsisted they were fighting an ‘immoral’
practice and more specifically, opposing the pcactif prostitution, nothing in the Madras
Devadasi (Prevention of Dedication) Bill of 194 p&aitly outlaws the practice of prostitution.

It outlaws the practices of tllevadassystem, but never does it pass any legislatiomagtne
practice of prostitution itself. Again, this fugthconfirms the idea that tlidevadassystem’s
abolition was an act asserting reconstructed cahjugrms in Indian society. Despite that
reformists had been adamant about the bill impte status of women, but scholars have
suggested the realities following the bill werend @are — less than ideal.

Davesh Soneji in his workJnfinished Gesturesddresses whethdevadasihave been

able to move on from their former profession. Samtble figures, such as Smt. T.

% Srinivasen, “Reform and Revival," 1869-1876.

1% 50neji,Unfinished Gestured22.
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Balasaraswati have been able to make a careedeutbthedevadasprofession®’
Unfortunately, as Soneji concludes, the exceptamaot represent the community as a whole.
In his fieldwork, Davesh interviewed sevedavadasisone who he calls ‘Saraswati’ for the
sake of anonymity?® Saraswati stopped dancing in public in 1953, leamii struggled to find
opportunities outside of her former professione &tiempted to teacton-devadasivomen in
Chennai, but Indian urban elites remained reluatarthe idea of bringing their daughters to a
devadasfor dance instructiof?®

We also have a similar story told by one of Margliey consultants in her fieldwork. In
her ethnographic work on tlievadasiof Puri, Marglin had a key consultant she calledita.’
Marglin describes Lalita as not continuing dewadastitual >°®° She recorded the following
about Lalita:

When | asked her why she did not continue thakishe said, ‘I feel shame. All

my friends either got married or took up jobs. Mgsest friend Bhanumati left

temple service and | do not feel like continuings’ Lalita is not married and does

not have a job, she feels isolated since she hasmemporaries who continue

the ritual®®*

One interesting component of Lalita’s answer to ¢gfiaris she said she felt shame. This
raises questions as to the reasods\aadasimay feel shame about her duties or in this case,

former duties. Marglin continues providing theldaling regarding her conversation with

Lalita:

197 Soneji,Unfinished Gesture®2-3. Also see Knight, Douglas MBalasaraswati: Her Art and Life
(Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 2010).

198 Soneji,Unfinished Gesture225-6.
% |bid.
29 |pid., 40.

2% bid., 41.
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Lalita says that nowadays people just think ofdeeadasis as prostitutes and not

as the wives of Jagannatha, and she adds, ‘forrttexlgilgrims used to give gifts

such as money, ornaments, and saris while we veareirtg but nowadays they

don’t give anything. We also used to have langsmby the king, but these

lands were taken away so now we don’t have any’land

Two elements in the quote above can be indicativeasons for Lalita to feel shame.
The stigma of being associated with prostitution loa considered shameful in itself for her.
Again, Brahmanical Hinduism judges the value ofan&n based on her sexuality being
regulated and contained within a conjugal familit;undian women were expected to live as
part of patrilineal, monogamous househdffsThis value set, in addition to the Victorian mora
and medical values that became prevalent in In@digational system, marginalized women
whose sexuality did not fall into this conjugal mo™®® The complex dynamic between these set
of values led to thdevadasia matrilineal and non-monogamous figure, becorfiieagonceived
as a commercialized sex worker” in contemporaryangociety’>*

So then, this presents an interesting questioagards to the reconstruction of conjugal
norms that inevitably affected the legal and sosfatus of thelevadasiswhat are the stakes
with the assertion of these norms? In the casaltth and Saraswati, we find women who have
became marginalized and isolated from the publespthat dominates contemporary India.
Even though reformists insisted the abolition & $slystem would have improved the status of
these women, the reality is far graver. Not allhese women were able to become respectable
women in Indian society, nor could all of them sagxfully assimilate. The stigma of their

previous profession continues to affect their apth live in the present. As Mytheli Sreenivas

suggested in her conclusions regarding Muvalur &nBmirthammal’®Web of Decejt‘conjugal

22\Whitehead, "Measuring Women's Value," 154.
2% |pid.

204 1bid., 155.
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reform alone does not determine the conditiongofdle citizenship.” | would rephrase this to
suggest that conjugal reform is not sufficientgooviding social respectability and status to
formerdevadasis Again, as already stated before, the social stettnibuted to Saraswati and
Lalita’s former life limits their opportunities ilmdian society. Instead of providing more
avenues fodevadasigo become a functioning member of society, thdito of the devadasi
system might have done more to further marginahese women.

With this in consideration, Saraswati and Lalita&/es may be argued as more dignified
than other cases of formeéevadasisn the modern world. Becaudevadasidad lost their
main source of sustainable income from templesl@cal patrons, plus lived in a society that no
longer valued their artistic skills, some forngevadasientered the very sex work that served as
the basis for reform legislation against their sgst According to Geetanjali Misra, a survey
completed by authors among 300 brothel-based sekensin Sangli found that more than one-
half of the sex workers reported identified themsglaglevadasi$® Misra concluded that “the
abolition of thedevadassystem led to the further exploitation and stignaion of the very
women the new legislation hoped to proté€f.”l find this an interesting observation because it
coincides with my previous comments regarding ffecgveness of the aforementioned
legislation when it came to fighting prostitutioAs we saw in the first chapter of this thesis, the
legislation focuses more on not only abolishingdbeadassystem, but also legally classifying
devadasisas prostitutes. Criminalizing a practice possefseown consequences on the
targeted population. The process began with Britide and their assertion of an Orientalistic
sociology in both their education system and th&tspa sociology that classified respectable

women as subjects of a monogamous, heterosexuabgwand patriarchal household. Any

295 Misra, Ajay Mahal, and Rima Shah. "Protecting fiigéits of sex workers,” 101.

2% |bid.
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other class of women were deemed unrespectablstifotes.” Then this process ended with
Indian reformists who took the place of their formelonizers and pushed for the legislation
that finally criminalized thelevadassystem, socially constructirevadasiss prostitutes.
Thus, the notion that the abolition of thevadassystem had proliferated the exploitation and
stigmatization oflevadasigpossesses its own theoretical implications ondhg-term effects of

cultural colonization.
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