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For I am the first the and the last 

I am the venerated and the despised 

I am the prostitute and the saint 

I am the wife and the virgin 

I am the mother and the daughter 

I am the arms of the mother 

I am barren and my children are many 

 I am the married woman and the spinster  

I am the woman who gives birth and she 

who never procreated 

I am the consolation for the pain of birth 

I am the wife and the husband 

And it was my man who created me 

I am the mother of my father 

I am the sister of my husband 

And he is my rejected son 

Always respect me 

For I am the shameful and magnificent one. 

 

 

 

Hymn to Isis, third or fourth century BC, 

discovered in Nag Hammadi
1

                                                 
1
 Coelho, Paolo. 2003. Eleven Minutes. HarperCollins: India (p. xi). 
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INTRODUCTION 

“We don‟t tell anybody about us. We don‟t explain our story to any other people. And nobody listens to 
us. Nobody is interested in us. Nobody cares about us.” (Jayshree, 50-year-old Devadasi) 

This research aims to tell the untold stories of young girls and women forced into ritual prostitution 

and their quest, though seldom verbalized and put into practice, for a better life.  

Prostitution is defined most broadly as “the exchange of sex or sexual services for money or other 

material benefits” (Outshoom 2005:141). While, as termed by the Optional Protocol to the Convention 

on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography, child 

prostitution is “… the use of a child in sexual activities for remuneration or any other form of 

consideration.” (Article 2(b)). According to Bajpai, “[c]hild prostitution is a term in popular usage but [it] 

is inaccurate because it implies consent. And a child does not consent.” (Bajpai 2003: 247). She opts 

for the term sexual exploitation of children, which she defines as “the use of children for sexual 

activities for material gains to the children or others” (ibid). The focus should be placed on the forceful 

involvement of children in prostitution, the lack of choice, and the power relations and social 

structures implicated.  

To understand the concept of ritual prostitution, one needs to have in mind both the definition of child 

and (adult) prostitution with an added element – ritual. Ancient traditions in the south of India decree 

that young girls be dedicated and then wed to a god or a goddess and live a life of service to the 

deities. In the past, their service was akin to that of nuns in a convent. However, the tradition has 

undergone a number of changes (see Chapter II) resulting in a situation where the dedicated girls are 

forced into prostitution in the name of god or caste. Furthermore, they are not “forced” by a trafficker, 

a brothel madam, a drug dealer or a dead-end situation as often described in cases of commercial 

sexual work or exploitation. They are dedicated to the tradition by their own parents or extended 

family members and perform their services primarily from their native homes. Conventional ways of 

analyzing life in prostitution are therefore insufficient to understand the phenomenon – “a situation 

where the sexual abuse of children [and women] is endemic and has become normalized, and 

indeed, institutionalized” (Montgomery 2001: 32). A more holistic approach is needed, one that 

incorporates the views of young girls and women in prostitution and in which they are the primary 

concern. By delving into the multiple and complex realities of ritual prostitutes and using their own 

accounts to portray them as they are, I seek to widen and deepen the understanding of their lives in 

prostitution and the options or lack thereof to leave it.  

This study is particularly relevant to the topic of children‟s rights for the following reasons. First of all, 

of India‟s 2.3 million prostitutes, 15 percent are children (US Department of State 2002: Section 5) 

and a significant part of them have been forced into prostitution on account of tradition, custom and/or 

caste. Secondly, because of the ritual element and the long-established acceptance by society, exit 

from this kind of prostitution is particularly hard. Additionally, being set in primarily remote rural areas 

which are often hard to reach and conduct research in, ritual prostitution has remained out of the 

scope of academic attention. Orchard (2004) asserts that the “neglect of the rural sex work scene has 

resulted in inaccurate and incomplete understandings of this system” (363). Therefore, there is an 
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acute need for more research on the issue to help design rehabilitation, reintegration and prevention 

programs which address the complexity of the problem and have the potential to be successful. 

Thirdly, the introduction into the tradition happens almost exclusively during childhood and thereby 

crushes an overwhelming number of the rights enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (CRC). A girl gets dedicated to a goddess or the “tradition” at birth, infancy or early 

childhood. Once promised, she would never be allowed to marry and have a life outside of 

prostitution. Around the time she matures, she undergoes a “deflowering ceremony”, after which she 

is available to the larger public. Practically all events which determine the rest of her life happen while 

she is under 18 years of age and thus legally considered a child both by international and national law 

(CRC, Art. 1; 2006 Juvenile Justice Act
2
, India). A dedicated girl faces discrimination on account of 

being female and of a particular (low) caste, and is thereby denied the right for freedom from 

discrimination (CRC, Art. 2). The Committee on the Rights of the Child in its Concluding Observations 

to India‟s 2003 Report, highlighted that it is “deeply concerned at the persistence of discriminatory 

social attitudes and harmful traditional practices toward girls” (CRC Committee 2004: Art. 29). CRC 

Article 3, which decrees that “in all actions concerning children […] the best interests of the child shall 

be a primary consideration”, is also broken in the induction of a child into (ritual) prostitution. 

Importantly, the right of the child to be consulted and heard “in all matters affecting the child” is 

entirely disrespected in the research setting as is the right to freedom of expression and thought (CRC 

Art. 12-14). Evidently, CRC Article 34 on freedom from sexual exploitation and abuse is blatantly 

slighted.  Though here, I have outlined only a few articles of the CRC, a great number of other rights 

as outlined in the Convention are denied to girls initiated into ritual prostitution
3
.  

30 percent of India‟s 400 million children are “under-nourished, illiterate, neglected, and forced into 

unproductive pursuits” (Bajpai 2003: xi). Issues of class, caste and gender discrimination affect a 

large part of the population and make children and women particularly vulnerable. Though India has 

committed to act in the spirit of the CRC and much progress has been made, child rights remain an 

area where a lot of research and work is required.  

Bias against the girl child starts in the womb, as female foeticide is still prevalent in India. An indicator 

of this trend is the 2001 Census which revealed that India‟s gender ratio (933 to 1000) is the worst in 

the world (CRC Committee 2003: 73, Singh and Kapur 2001: 9). In response to this disturbing data, 

the Indian Government adopted the Pre-conception and Pre-natal Diagnostic Techniques (Prohibition 

of Sex Selection) Act in 1994 and reasserted it in 2003 (Baijpai 2003: xxv). The Act prohibits sex 

                                                 
2
 The 2006 Juvenile Justice Act set the age of childhood at 18, thus unifying Indian legislation and bringing it up to par with 

international legislation 
3
 For example, CRC Article 5 on the right to “appropriate direction and guidance” from parents and family and the right to 

proper development (Articles 6.2 and 27); CRC Articles 11 and 35 against illicit child transfer abroad (in a number of cases, 
girls dedicated to the practice have been trafficked to brothels in other countries); CRC Article 19 on protection from “all forms 
of physical or mental violence, injury and abuse, …, including sexual abuse”; CRC Article 23 on the right that “a mentally or 
physically disabled child  should enjoy a full and decent life” (as will be seen in the discussion on reasons for dedication, a 
disability is often the cause for the induction in the practice);  CRC Article 24 on the right to enjoy “the highest attainable 
standard of health” (denied considering early and usually forced intercourse, early pregnancies and exposure to STDs); Article 
28 on the right to education (the vast majority of girls in the tradition remain illiterate or, if ever having attended school, drop out 
when they start practicing sex work; additionally, children of (ritual) prostitutes are often denied education being unable to 
provide a father‟s name for school registries); and Article 32 on the right for protection of economic exploitation (young girls 
often become the primary bread earners through their engagement in sex work).  
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selection before or after conception and bans the use of pre-natal diagnostic techniques to reveal the 

gender of the child, unless there might be genetic sex-related disorders or abnormalities.  The CRC 

Committee noted with concern that despite those measures, “the sex ratio in the age group 0-6 years 

has worsened over the past decade” (CRC Committee 2004: article 33).  

From conception to adulthood the female remains strongly disadvantaged. The prevailing attitudes 

toward girls are further exemplified by adolescent and forced marriages, early pregnancies and 

unsafe motherhood. Around 40 per cent of girls are married off before they reach 18 years and the 

median age for marriage is 16.7 (CRC Committee 2003: article 230; Center for Reproductive Rights 

2004: 3). This is also “a form of sexual abuse as the girls have to become mothers” (Bajpai 2003: 

214). Additionally, gender prejudice is exemplified by low school enrollment and high drop-out rates of 

girls. In 2002, the Indian Government adopted the 86th Amendment to its Constitution 

institutionalizing free and compulsory education to all children between 6 and 14 years old. This step 

along with others to encourage girls‟ enrollment in schools were applauded by the CRC Committee 

(2004: article 64). Nevertheless, the Committee was “seriously concerned” that out of India‟s 250 

million children of school going age, close to 60 million children still do not attend primary school and 

there are striking disparities between girls‟ and boys‟ enrollment and retention rates (ibid). In its own 

report, the Indian Government admitted that more than half of India‟s girls do not go to school (CRC 

Committee 2003: article 228). The subjugated position of the girl child continues as she matures and 

enters adulthood. As codified in the Laws of Manu, an ancient text which decrees how the different 

segments of society should be treated, “[i]n childhood a female must be subject to her father, in youth 

to her husband, when her lord is dead to her sons; a woman must never be independent.” (Bühler 

1969: Chapter V: 148). To a large extent, this mindset persists in India till today. Gender-based 

discrimination complicates the factors which lead children into prostitution and can be a push factor 

on their own.  

Child prostitution eventually turns into adult prostitution and to fully understand the phenomenon both 

should be studied. Children in the research setting are neither consulted about entry nor able to 

consent. Additionally, access to them is impeded by concerns about legal prosecution. Therefore, 

insights about childhood and life in ritual prostitution and exit processes have been gained by 

interviewing primarily older girls and women. Chapter II explores the historical evolution of the practice 

in order to contextualize ritual prostitution. It further examines the meanings and implications of the 

caste system and its relation to the studied subject. It concludes by reviewing relevant international 

and national legal frameworks. Chapter III presents the theoretical frameworks underpinning the 

study. It explores the concept of agency and proposes a working definition of the same, while 

addressing structural constraints and discussing theories on the processes of exit of sex work. 

Chapter IV details on the epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodologies, research methods, 

sample and sampling techniques, research locations, and the ethical stance guiding the research. 

Chapter V presents four portraits of women in ritual prostitution. Chapters VI through VIII discuss the 

empirical findings of this research. They trace the life cycle of ritual prostitution from reasons and 

conditions of entry, through the complex roles performed during it, to potential or realized exit. 

Chapter IX summarizes all findings and proposes recommendations.  
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CONTEXTUALIZING RITUAL PROSTITUTION 

Different authors refer to the tradition of dedicating girls to deities under different names: “sacred 

prostitution” or “theogamy” (marriage to a god or goddess) (Tarachand 1991), “divine prostitution” 

(Singh 1997), “temple prostitution” (Srinivasan 1984, 1985; Sharma 2007), and “religious prostitution” 

(Kannabiran 1995). All terms refer broadly to prostitution with a religious and/ or societal sanction. I 

have chosen to refer to it here as ritual prostitution in order to include both prostitution in the name of 

god and prostitution in the name of caste, which, as shall be seen later, is a tradition very much 

parallel to the former, albeit sans explicit religious element. In order to contextualize ritual prostitution, 

it is necessarily to examine the historical evolution of the practices, elaborate on issues of caste, and 

review relevant legal frameworks.  

Prostitution in the Name of God 

Attaching “sacred”, “temple” or “divine” to prostitution might sound counterintuitive; yet, it is a 

phenomenon which has prevailed over time and did not use to be exclusive to India. The earliest 

records indicative of the existence of similar practices are from the Mesopotamian dynasty of Babylon 

around 2090 B.C. and analogous cults have existed in the Far East, Central America, Syria, 

Phoenicia, Arabia, Egypt, Greece and Rome (Singh 1997; Orchard 2004). What distinguishes the 

tradition in India is that it is still being practiced today.   

Largely referred to in the literature as Devadasi
4
, historically, this “female servant of god” was a girl or 

a woman dedicated to a temple deity and leading a celibate life on the temple grounds, worshipping 

the god or goddess, performing puja (rituals of worship – giving flowers and food to the gods, washing 

the statues, praying), and dancing in front of the deity (Kersenboom 1987, Orchard 2004). Wed to a 

divine being, the Devadasi acquired the auspicious status of nitya sumangali, literally “ever married” 

or eternally free from widowhood (Srinivasan 1984 and 1985). Her auspiciousness made her a 

desired and welcomed guest at weddings, the birth of a child, and other important events 

(Kersenboom 1987; Orchard 2004).  Dance was always an important part of devadasihood but 

originally it was performed solely to honor and entertain the idols of the deity. “Touching the dancing 

women, speaking to them or looking at them was mentioned a ritual offence in the sectarian texts 

laying out the etiquette to be followed by worshippers when visiting temples” (Srinivasan 1985: 1870). 

A small copper statuette of a “dancing girl” found in the Indus Valley and estimated to belong to the 

Mohenjo-daro civilization, circa 2500 B.C., is considered the oldest reference to temple dancers in 

India (Orchard 2004: 93, referring to Sadasivan 1993: 2-3). There is no certainty, however, that this 

dancing girl is related to the Devadasi practice. The earliest mention of Devadasis appears in a “cave 

inscription at Ramagarh in the Vindya hills, approximately 160 miles south of Varanasi” and is from 

the Ashoka era, 273-232 B.C. (Orchard 2004: 94): 

 “Poets, leaders of lovers: 
 Light up the hearts which are heavy with passion, 
 She who rides on seesaw, 
 The object of jest and blame, 

                                                 
4
 Dev – god, dasi – female servant. Devadasi literally means “servant of god”.  
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 How can she have fallen so deep in love as this? 
The excellent youngman Devadinna, the painter, loved „Sutanuka‟ the slave-girl of god.”  

(Archaeological Survey of India Annual Reports 1903-04: 122, cited in Basham 1954: 185, 
cited in Orchard 2004: 94, emphasis added) 

By 300 A.D, the practice of dedicating girls to serve gods was customary in many parts of India and it 

“became an established institution […] by 600 AD” (Nag 2001: 4026, referring to Basham 1959: 185-

86; see also Orchard 2004 and 2007b). It is unclear when the Devadasi lost her celibate status but, 

with the evolution of the practice, priests started having intercourse with the temple dancers as a 

means to connect with the gods. This is where the term “sacred prostitution” originated (Orchard 

2004: 87, referring to Datar 1992 and Frazer 1957). A record from 876 A.D. indicates that by that time, 

celibacy was no longer the dogma and not only temple priests but also others, usually royalty and 

men of high social status, had access to the “dancing girls”.  Zeid al Masan, an Arab explorer 

comments about the Devadasi: “she prostitutes herself at certain rates and delivers her gains into the 

hands of Idol‟s priests to be used by him for the upkeep and support of the temple” (Sharma 2007: 

304, quoting Mazumdar 1960: 392-403). 

The height of the practice is considered to have occurred during the flourishing Chola period (850-

1300 A. D.) when many “dancing girls” were attached to temples (Orchard 2004: 95 and 2007b: 6). 

During that time, around 20,000 Devadasis belonged to close to 4,000 temples in Gujarat (Nag 2001: 

4026.).  A process of marginalization of the Devadasi tradition and prestige began after that period 

and was exacerbated during the Mughal Rule when many Hindu temples were looted and destroyed 

and the Devadasis lost their patrons (Orchard 2004: 100-101). With the rise of a few independent 

Hindu kingdoms in the South, the Devadasis temporarily regained their status and began increasingly 

serving both temples and courts. However, towards the end of the period marked by the 

establishment of the British rule (1856) they lost most of their privileges and “began servicing the 

general public in larger numbers” (ibid., referring to Srinasavan 1993: 140, 144; see also Orchard 

2007b; Kersenboom 1987: 38). At the beginning of the British Empire, some found work as dancers 

and prostitutes in the British “nautch parties”
5
, however, towards the end of the 19

th
 century, following 

a series of social and political reforms, the practice was branded as immoral and “abominable”, and 

the former servants of God, priest and king equated to common sex workers (Orchard 2004: 104).  

What‟s in a name? 

The umbrella name Devadasi, widely used in the literature and by the Indian government to describe 

women in religiously sanctioned prostitution, is not exactly precise in present terms. The original 

Devadasi used to be a girl selected from the highest castes. The Devadasis of the “golden” age of the 

practice were well-educated, versed in the arts, and had a high social and political status (Srinivasan 

1984 and 1985; Orchard 2004). Lower castes, particularly the Dalits, were not allowed to enter the 

temples of higher caste Hindus. They therefore set up their own temples in the villages, sometimes 

just under a tree and performed their pujas there (Lalitha and Sundar 2007:36). In contrast to the 

higher castes who worshipped and dedicated their girls primarily to male gods, the Dalits followed 

older Dravidian cults and often prayed to female goddesses, who were also the protectors of the 

                                                 
5
 Nautch derives from the Hindi word, nat, which means dance. 
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village. Eventually, they started dedicating some of their girls to these village temples (see Nair 1994: 

3161). The practice split into the “great tradition” (upper caste Devadasis) and the “little tradition” 

(untouchable and backward caste “Devadasis”, who were called by different names) (Lalitha and 

Sundar 2007: 13-20).  

As the practice deteriorated during the Mughal rule, there was no place for the Devadasis in the 

palaces and temples, nor means to sustain them anymore. The higher castes reduced the dedication 

of their own girls, but turned to the villages, where the Dalits continued to dedicate girls in praise of 

their local goddesses. Wed to the goddess and forbidden to love or marry a mortal man, their girls 

became property of the village. Men from their own community were denied access to them, however, 

higher caste men could use them, basically as prostitutes, sometimes offering payment, sometimes 

not, other times supporting them and caring for them for years.  

These women were called Joginis, Bassanis, Bhogam Vandhis, Mathammas and Venkatesinis in the 

state of Andhra Pradesh; Basavis and Jogti in Karnataka; Bhavins in Goa; Muralis, Aradhinis, 

Bhagtan, Devlis, and Tamasha in Maharashtra; Thevadiyars in Tamil Nadu; Bedia, Bachhda and 

Sansi in Madhya Pradesh; and Nat in Uttar Pradesh depending on the deity they worship and/or the 

region they belong to (Bajpai 2003: 252, Orchard 2004: 104-109).  There are virtually no „real‟ 

Devadasis
6
 left. The lowest of the „untouchable‟ castes are the ones who still dedicate their girls 

(Bradford 1983:316; see also Black 2007, Orchard 2004 and 2007). In that sense, the term 

“Devadasi” is technically a misnomer vis-à-vis the present state of the practice, but it is widely used in 

the literature, by NGOs and by the Indian government.  

Prostitution in the Name of Caste 

Prostitution as primary caste occupation seems to be a relatively new phenomenon. Though there are 

no historical records which can reliably pinpoint when the tradition originated, empirical findings show 

that among the Bedia it has existed for at least two or three generations (Agrawal 2008:4). The Bedia 

who I met claim the tradition is much older. Some trace it back to the Mughal Empire, others to 

colonial times, yet when asked to name the oldest woman in the family or community history who is 

known to have engaged in prostitution, it is hardly ever someone more than three generations back. 

The NGO Sanlaap in its study (2008) says, “it is popularly believed that [caste-based prostitution] 

started 500 years ago”, but provides no references thereof (10). The lack of historical accounts and 

research studies on the topic (barring Agrawal 2004 and 2008; Sanlaap 2008) makes it difficult to 

ascertain the trustworthiness of oral accounts and at the same time leaves little space but to depend 

on oral accounts to establish at least a sketch of the evolution of the tradition. It further not only 

motivates but requires additional research on the topic.  

An important segment of the Bedia identity is their previously nomadic life style. They travelled from 

place to place and made a living by “singing, dancing and telling stories from the great Hindu epics 

the Mahabharata and the Ramayana” (Sanlaap 2008: 10). They are believed to have started leading 

sedentary existence no more than 100-150 years ago (fieldwork data; Agrawal 2008: 26, 32). Another 

                                                 
6 Higher caste women dedicated to a deity. 
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influential element of Bedia history is the fact that at least partially because of their itinerant mode of 

living they were branded as “criminal tribes” during colonial times (Agrawal 2008: 29-33). Accused of 

looting and decoying, they started hiding in the forests. The word for big forest in Hindi, biharia, is 

believed to be the root of the caste name Bedia. Seeking to avoid persecution, the Bedia started 

settling in and allegedly took to prostitution as an alternative source of income (ibid). As observed by 

Agrawal and confirmed by my empirical data, Bedia men often “account for their adoption of 

prostitution as an attempt that enabled them to give up crime” (30).  

The Bedia hold an ambiguous position in the Indian social structure (Agrawal 2008:3-4). They have 

been defined as a scheduled caste (formerly “untouchables”) in the three states they primarily inhabit 

– Madhya Pradesh, Utter Pradesh and Rajastan, but are termed as a scheduled tribe in other states 

(ibid.). They are also included in the “List of Depressed Backward Castes”, known as the Mandal 

Commission Report of 1980 (ibid: fn. 10). With reservations about its accuracy due to the lack of 

uniformity between definitions and identifications, Agrawal includes a summary of census data on the 

Bedia according to which they did not exceed 55 000 persons in the three major states in 1999 (see 

Agrawal 2008: 216-217, Appendix 1). It must be noted that not every member of the community 

depends on or engages in prostitution as a primary occupation. The “tradition” continues unabated in 

mostly or exclusively Bedia villages, but is more rarely observed among city residing Bedias.  

The “tradition” decrees that at least one girl per family be made Bedni. A Bedni is in many ways 

similar to a present day Devadasi. Once promised to the tradition, she is not allowed to marry, her 

virginity is auctioned to the highest bidder, she dances at festivals and engages in prostitution, and 

only men from higher castes use her. She is, however, not wed to a deity.  A girl from the Bedia 

community becomes a Bedni solely by virtue of her caste belonging
7
. The Bedia celebrate the birth of 

a daughter, rather than dreading it as is the case with most other Indian families (see Chapter I). A girl 

is considered an investment and viewed as commodity. A popular Bedia proverb says, “If a girl is 

born, 10 lakh
8
 rupees are taken care of.”  

Interestingly, only unmarried women can become Bedni. Despite the fact that prostitution has become 

an accepted and integral part of family economy, if a woman is married, she is held to the highest 

moral standards and respected as such. There is a huge divide between the virtuous wives and their 

prostituting sisters and daughters. The men in primarily Bedia villages where the tradition is strictly 

observed generally do not work, other than selling alcohol or acting as pimps to their women, and 

depend on the earnings of the Bedni. “The family, as also the community, is […] composed of three 

„kinds‟ of social actors: unmarried women, indolent men, and the wives of these men” (Agrawal 

2008:8). 

                                                 
7 A similar tradition exists in Western Nepal. The Badi belong to an untouchable Hindu caste and came to Nepal from India in 
the 14

th
 century. They engage in prostitution as caste occupation (Cox 1992). The Badi had a nomadic life style and used to 

make a living as entertainers “staging song and dance performances and telling stories from the great Hindu epics of the 
Mahabharat and the Ramayana” in different locations (Cox 1992: 52). They “try to prevent daughters from getting married” (ibid: 
54) and the introduction to the tradition is preceded by a wedding-like ceremony and deflowering by a chosen patron (53). The 
practice is akin to that of the Bedia and can give additional clues about a potentially older tradition than the one documented. 
8
 1 lakh equals 100 000.  
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An intrinsic part of the Bedni tradition, at least in Sagar and Vidisha Districts of Madhya Pradesh
9
, is 

the Rai Dance. It has been recognized by the Indian Government as valuable cultural heritage and 

legally preserved as such. The Bednis are invited to dance at civil or religious celebrations, after 

which they usually engage in prostitution.   

Caste 

Several thousand years old, the caste system was and still is an intrinsic part of Indian society and it 

is impossible to understand the social dynamics and tensions, and the discussion at hand, sans 

understanding caste. Caste permeates practically every facet of the social order. It guides choices 

and predetermines options in life. It is tangible in the most daily activities, like the glasses one is 

allowed and not allowed to use, the food one eats, the occupation one has to engage in because of 

belonging to certain caste, the gods one prays to, the person one can marry.  

 “Caste can be defined as a hereditary and hierarchic system of social grouping distinguished by 

degrees of purity, social status, and exclusiveness.” (IDSN 2009: 2). They are four main varnas 

(castes) – Brahmins (traditionally priests, scholars), Kshatriyas (warriors), Vaishyas (merchants) and 

Shudras (general workers, service providers). Caste and thereby the “civil, cultural and economic 

rights of each individual caste” are pre-determined by birth and unchangeable (Thorat 2005: 66-67). 

Those who remain outside the four varnas are considered “impure” and therefore “polluting” to the 

other castes (IDSN 2009: 2). They were formerly identified as “untouchables”, as touching them, 

taking water or food from them, etc. were (and still in many parts of India are) considered acts which 

can cause pollution. The untouchables have chosen the name Dalit
10

 to describe themselves. The 

official lexicon refers to them as Scheduled Castes and, for those of tribal origin, Scheduled Tribes. 

Data from India‟s official census estimate the Dalit population to be 167 million, though the 

International Dalit Solidarity Network (2009) claims it to be closer to 200 million (7). Despite these 

large numbers, the “Dalit population constitutes India‟s most vulnerable group.” (Sadana 2009:1). 

In India, discrimination based on caste is prohibited by the 1950 Constitution and various legislations, 

yet “violations of fundamental human rights occur on a massive scale”. (IDSN 2009:6-7). The CRC 

Committee urged the State of India to “take all necessary steps to abolish the discriminatory practice 

of “untouchability”, prevent caste- and tribe-motivated abuse, and prosecute State and private actors 

who are responsible for such practices or abuses.” (CRC Committee 2004: article 28). It noted that 

despite the fact that there have been many violations of the 1989 Scheduled Castes and Schedules 

Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, a very small number of them have reached the courts (ibid: Art. 

27). Discrimination on the basis of caste is a very important element of the discussion of prostitution in 

India, because the majority of children and women forced into prostitution belong to “untouchable” 

castes (US Department of State 2002). 

Ritual prostitution is completely intertwined with caste. Only low caste women get dedicated to gods 

or become Rai dancers and only higher caste men use them as clients. This further complicates 

                                                 
9
 Agrawal (2008) does not discuss the importance of the Rai Dance to her researched Bedia community in Bharatpur District, 

Rajastan. It possible the tradition has evolved differently in different regions.  
10

 Dalit means “broken people” (IDSN 2009: 2). 
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attempts to introduce and accomplish change in the system, as it addresses deeply ingrained societal 

structures, which despite social reform movements and legal action have remained largely 

unchanged.  

International Law re: Child Prostitution and Its Relevance to India 

Since probably the most important precondition to taking action for the defense of human rights is the 

existence of law and the introduction to the tradition happens at childhood, it is important to review the 

international and national legal frameworks on child and ritual prostitution, their evolution and 

relevance to the topic.   

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which entered into force in 1990 

and is currently ratified by virtually every country in the world (with the exception of the US and 

Somalia), included for the first time a special provision regarding child prostitution. Article 34 of the 

CRC defined the commitment of State Parties to “protect the child from all forms of sexual exploitation 

and sexual abuse”. The strength of the CRC was significantly enhanced by the adoption of the 

Optional Protocol to the CRC on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography („the 

Optional Protocol‟) in May 2000, which provided more comprehensive requirements to governments 

to criminalize child prostitution (Art. 1), and to protect and assist in the physical and psychological 

recovery of children who have been sexually exploited and in their “full social reintegration” (Art. 9). 

The Republic of India ratified the CRC in 1992 and thus made a commitment to uphold and protect 

children‟s rights, but has not yet ratified the Optional Protocol, which is indicative of the still limited 

national framework for the defense of minors forced into prostitution. Similarly, India remains as one 

of the 13 countries out of the 182 International Labor Organization  (ILO) member countries
11

, which 

have not to date ratified 1999 ILO Convention 182 on the prohibition and elimination of the worst 

forms of child labor, which is a key international instrument for the combat of child prostitution. As a 

form of “worst child labor” it defines “the use, procuring or offering of a child for prostitution, for the 

production of pornography or for pornographic performances” (article 3(b)). In its response to ILO 

Director-General‟s letter from July 21, 2008 urging to join the Convention, the Indian Government 

responded that ratification “will be considered once the national laws are in conformity with [it]” (ILO 

2008). On a more positive note, in 2002, India joined the SAARS
12

 Convention on Preventing and 

Combating Trafficking in Women and Children for Prostitution and committed to regional cooperation 

for the cause.  

By codifying principles denouncing the sexual exploitation of children and women, these (and other 

relevant
13

) international agreements have the potential to play an important role in limiting and 

eventually eliminating all instances forceful engagement in prostitution. Nevertheless, as no central 

international body, which has the authority to enforce the rights guaranteed by these conventions, 

exists, their actual effectiveness remains contingent upon their successful incorporation into domestic 

law. 

                                                 
11

 ILO website: http://www.ilo.org/public/english/standards/relm/country.htm. 
12

 SAARC – South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (India, Nepal, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Bhutan, Sri Lanka, and the 
Maldives) 
13

 See Appendix I.  
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The Indian Legal Framework 

As seen above, India is still lagging behind in adopting key international legal provisions for the 

protection of children and women against prostitution. This attitude is evident in national law as well, 

though some advances have been made.  It must be noted that “[p]rostitution as such is not a crime in 

India but brothel keeping, living off the earnings of a prostitute, soliciting or seducing for the purpose 

of prostitution are all punishable offences” (Bastia 2006: 209). Article 23 of the Indian Constitution of 

1950 prohibits the trafficking in women and children and Articles 39 (e) and (f) include directives for 

the protection of children from abuse and exploitation (Baijai 2003:253, UN Committee 2003: 66). The 

Indian Penal Code, Sections 372 and 373, has been adapted from its 1861 version to include 

provisions prohibiting and criminalizing the use of girls below the age of 16 for immoral purposes 

(Orchard 2004: 295). This change, though positive considering the prior absence in the Code of any 

stipulations regarding child prostitution, is insufficient because of its age limitation. In 1956, the 

Suppression of Immoral Traffic in Women and Girls Act (SITA) was adopted, but despite its name it 

did not include specific provisions for children forced into prostitution (Bajpai 2003: 253). It was 

amended and renamed in 1986 and became the Immoral Traffic in Persons Prevention Act (PITA), 

which included a refined definition of prostitution more synchronized with international legislation and 

distinguished between children (below 16 years of age), minors (16-18) and persons who have 

attained majority (over 18 years) (Orchard 2004: 296).  

The first legal initiative directly aimed at banning the Devadasi system was the 1934 Bombay 

Devadasi Protection Act. The Act prohibited dedication
14

 of women, regardless of whether it was 

consensual or not. According to it, a Devadasi could lawfully marry and such marriage should be 

considered valid. The Bombay Act also included provisions for penal action against any person 

involved in dedications, except for the girl or woman being dedicated. In 1947, the Madras Devadasi 

Prevention of Dedication Act made dedication in the state of Karnataka illegal (Srinivasan 1985: 

1869). It was further strengthened by the 1982 Karnataka Devadasis (Prohibition of Dedication) Act, 

which, included rules and provisions for the “custody, care, protection, welfare and rehabilitation of 

devadasis” (Government of Karnataka 1984).  The state of Andhra Pradesh adopted a similar act in 

1987 (Nair 1994, Orchard 2004, Singh 1997). In 1991, the Karnataka State Women‟s Development 

Corporation (KSWDC) was established and it carried out a number of Devadasi rehabilitation projects 

(Orchard 2004: 314-320). The series of legal actions to outlaw the Devadasi system, however, had a 

manifold effect. On one hand, they provided a platform for state and NGO action for the prevention of 

the practice and the rehabilitation of already dedicated girls and women, but on the other, pushing the 

system into illegality made Devadasis more vulnerable to abuse and discrimination (ibid).  

Though with varying degrees of effectiveness, the legal provisions banning the Devadasi tradition 

(and the traditions falling under the Devadasi umbrella name) have had a tangible influence on the 

prevalence rates of the practices and particularly on their continuity. New dedications still occur but 

their numbers have dropped sharply over the past generation. Less than 20 years ago it was an 

                                                 
14

 Dedication was defined as “the performance of any act or ceremony, by whatever name called, by which a woman is 
dedicated to the service of any deity, idol, object of worship, temple, other religious institutions or places of worship” 
(Government of Karnataka 1984).  
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accepted rule that at least one girl per family be dedicated to the goddess. Today newly inducted 

devotees are a rare occurrence.  

Regarding the Bedni tradition, however, there has been no legal action taken on a state or national 

level banning the practice or providing protection to girls and women dedicated to it. In fact, the Rai 

dance which the Bedni ritually perform is protected by law as a part of national heritage. The lack of 

legal provisions accounts for a very different situation among the girls and women in the practice as 

shall be seen later.  
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Ritual prostitution as defined here to include prostitution in the name of God and/or caste is a complex 

phenomenon verging on an impasse. Destined to be a prostitute at birth, infancy or early childhood by 

tradition, religion, family and society leaves very little room for the exercise of free will or choice. A 

buzz word in development, agency, seems at first glance to be a misfit in this matrix. An agent is 

supposed to have the ability to change oneself and the surrounding environment. Where change 

equivalents taboo, agency by default cannot be exercised. Yet even the most static structures 

throughout history have at some point undergone minor or major shifts. By widening the definition of 

agency to include different stages and shapes, I seek to analyze the processes of potential exit from 

ritual prostitution.  

The concept of agency has been employed in studies of prostitution numerous times. Nonetheless, 

those studies concentrate mainly on commercial sex work where entry in the practice can often be 

voluntary, even if a function of a very constrained choice, and in primarily Western settings where a 

person has comparatively a lot more chances to act as an individual and make (informed) choices 

independent of family and custom than a person living in a very traditional society. Ritual prostitution, 

practiced primarily in remote rural settings in Southern India, has received much less attention. Some 

historical accounts on the origins and evolution of the practice (Marglin 1985, Kersenboom-Storey 

1987, Singh 1997, Tarachand 1991, Jordan 2003, Nair 1994, Srinivasan 1984 and 1985, Kannabiran 

1995, Sharma 2007) exist as well as a limited number of ethnographies (Bradford 1983, Orchard 

2004), but it has not been analyzed through the prism of agency. Furthermore, as in studies of 

commercial prostitution where accounts focusing particularly on exit of sex work are scant and 

concentrate exclusively on street prostitution (see Månsson and Hedin 1999, Dalla 2006, Hester and 

Westmarland 2004, Sanders 2007), or street prostitutes and girls or women working out of brothels, 

escort services, massage parlours and out of their own homes (Mayfew and Mossman 2008, Benoit 

and Miller 2001, Valandra 2007, Binder 2006, Cusik and Martin 2003), I have been unable to find any 

research or theory concentrating explicitly on the processes of leaving ritual prostitution. Despite the 

lack of pointed investigation in the same, many government and non-for-profit bodies have deployed 

programs for the eradication of the tradition throughout Southern India. Gaining an understanding of 

the dynamics which preclude or, conversely, assist exit would be useful for the crafting of more 

efficient interventions. Importantly, giving voice to the girls and women betrothed to the tradition and 

capitalizing on their incipient or “dormant” agency can provide for the chance to add ground based 

insights to top based approaches and thus render the latter more successful. 

In order to give the ritual prostitute more visibility while understanding the contextual constraints which 

guide her life, it is important to review the conceptual frameworks which underpin my analysis: 

agency, structure and exit. 
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Agency       

The concept is borrowed from chemistry where an agent is “a substance that can bring about a 

chemical reaction or a biological effect”
15

. Though there is not one single definition of agent or agency 

in development studies, different writers word it in ways that reflect the properties of the chemical 

agent albeit in human terms. An agent affects change in his or her environment, disrupts the status 

quo, and enacts his or her will. For Amartya Sen (2000)
16

, an agent is “someone who acts and brings 

about change, and whose achievements can be judged in terms of her own values and objectives, 

whether or not we assess them in terms of some external criteria as well” (19). Agency is then “the 

process of acting to change social practices according to the actor‟s own point of view.” (van den 

Berge 2006: 5). Fruzzetti and Tenhunen in their compilation of essays on gender in the Indian context 

link the notions of culture and power to agency. Rather than only being capable to change one‟s 

environment, they view agency “as a force that challenges the premise of a cultural base” as well 

(Fruzzetti and Tenhunen 2006: xiv). This contention leaves space for disrupting traditions and 

customs. However, they are careful to remind that “the concept of agency reveals the origins of action 

and the notion of power the actors‟ differing abilities to reach their goals” (Fruzzetti and Tenhunen 

2006: xix, emphasis added). Ortner makes a similar observation asserting that “the absence of 

agency must be seen critically as effects of power” (1996: 10). Distinguishing between the impetus to 

act and the opportunity to do so is important and will be further discussed under the larger topic of 

structural constraints.  

A number of authors have written about the assumptions attached to the concept of agency which 

may not necessarily play out in reality. Van den Berge warns against “the assumption that people 

have the ability to analyze their reality and to subsequently make decisions to change their reality 

accordingly” inherent in conceptualizations of agency (2006: 5, emphasis added). Similarly, Wardlow 

points out that “[m]ost theorizations of agency tend to assume an individual actor as the locus of 

desire and action.” (2006: 6, emphasis added).  Not every person in society is automatically equipped 

with self-reflection and an independent ability to act. “This singular actor is not fully autonomous and 

does not enact some sort of abstract, voluntaristic “free will” – in the sense of being completely 

desembedded from social context; indeed unmediated, free-floating will is impossible in 

anthropological understandings of practice.” (ibid, referring to Ahearn 2001 and Maggi 2001). The 

human agent is therefore different than the agent as a chemical substance and significantly more 

dependent on the environment in which s/he is situated and is to change or not.  

Contrasting traditional theorizations on agency, Marilyn Strathern (1988) in her study of Melanasian 

agency proposed the idea of a relationally constituted person, who she calls “dividual” rather than an 

“individual”. In this framework, persons are “constructed as the plural and composite site of the 

relationships that produced them” (13). Similarly, Biersack defines the “dividual” as “a s/he who is 

multiply authored or caused and who is complexly positioned within a network of consanguinities and 

                                                 
15 American Heritage Science Dictionary. 
16

 According to Sen, acting with agency is essential to the realization and exercise of substantial freedoms as “freedom [is 
defined as] a principal determinant of individual initiative and social effectiveness. Greater freedom enhances the ability of 
people to help themselves and also to influence the world.” (Sen 2000: 18)  
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affines […] born to others and dependent and interdependent rather than autonomous” (1991:148). 

The “dividual” is not deprived of the opportunity to act per se; however, his or her actions are moulded 

by the reality in which he or she functions and conditioned by others. In this framework, undertaking 

actions which are likely to directly disrupt established networks are less likely to occur. However, 

“seeming adherence to tradition can have challenging consequences for the status quo” (Tenhunen in 

Fruzzetti  and Tenhunen 2006: 129-130). Tenhunen advocates for the need to “see agency beyond, 

and in addition to, rebellion and breaking the rules” (ibid.). 

As Wardlow notes, alternative conceptualizations of agency “act as a useful brake on the potentially 

runaway train of individual voluntarism in actor-oriented theories” (2006: 7). Additionally, “[o]pposing 

domination with „personal autonomy‟ is problematic, because it reflects the bourgeois Euro-American 

ideal-typical image of the individual as an independent, self-constrained entity in the role of an acting 

agent.” (Säävälä in Fruzzetti and Tenhunen 2006: 149). Yet, we must be careful not to brandish 

cultures which place emphasis on the family, clan, or community rather than the individual, as cultures 

where the exercise of agency is not possible. India, among others, has been associated with 

sociocentric personhood
17

. Positioning the person in caste, class, tradition and society leaves her little 

space to manoeuvre and coin her own fate – something instinctually “normal” in Western societies 

where since childhood a person is taught that “you can be what you want to be”. Not having the same 

carte blanche to act independently, however, does not mean not being able to act freely at all. 

Wardlow insightfully remarks that “the individual/dividual, egocentric/sociocentric opposition is an 

insidious „us‟/‟them‟ orientation that dehumanizes non-Western others” (Wardlow 2006: 7, emphasis 

added). In that sense, even though I find the idea of the “dividual” valuable to illustrate the 

embeddedness of my subjects of study in their realities and therefore the near impossibility to perform 

an act which does not conform with tradition or societal expectation, I argue that they demonstrate 

(incipient and/or dormant forms of) agency. The avenues to turn that agency from potential to kinetic 

are, however, extremely limited.  

Corrine Kratz (2000) introduced the concept of “negative agency” – the refusal to cooperate with 

other‟s projects – as the only way for Okiek women to exercise any kind of agency is by refusing 

arranged marriage partners. Wardlow (2006) uses the concept of negative agency to build her 

argument about the Huli “wayward” women of Melanasia who take to prostitution as an act against 

their traditionally constrained place as daughters or wives always “under the legs of men”. Negative 

agency at its extreme can cause not only societal disapproval or expulsion from the group but also 

self-harm. Wardlow asserts that “many Huli women themselves consider suicide a form of agency” as 

it can be the only way for them to assert their version of a story when noone would otherwise listen to 

them (Wardlow 2006: 76). On the field, I encountered a similar desperate attempt for the exercise of 

agency. A young Bedni poured kerosene on her body and set herself on fire in order to avoid being 

forced to prostitute herself (see Chapter VIII). This attempted (and perhaps “successful”) suicide is an 

extreme example of negative agency. 

                                                 
17

 “The sociocentric conception of personhood regards the good of the social grouping as fundamental and subordinates 
individual wants and needs to the collective good.” (Foley 1997: 266).   
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Not all women resort to such final steps and their modes of dealing should not be branded as agent-

less. Being able to survive gross abuse and maltreatment requires strength of character. Hearing 

accounts of severe violence from my informants, I had a hard time understanding how it was possible 

for them to have survived it and, even more, be functioning and capable to smile and joke.  

“Resilience is the term used to describe the positive role of individual differences in responses to 

stress and adversity” (Rutter 1987, 2000, referred to by Panter-Brick 2002: 163), Panter-Brick asserts 

that “[r]esilience is a reflection of an individual‟s agency” (2002: 163). Though the concept is used 

mostly in discussions of survival strategies applied by street children, it is applicable here. The 

adversities some of the women interviewed had undergone are indescribable and yet they managed 

to deal with them. Therefore, I tend to agree with Panter-Brick that resilience can be a reflection of 

agency. “Despite their limitations, ignoring the hidden forms of agency would deny women the degree 

of agency they may possess” (Tenhunen in Fruzzetti and Tenhunen 2006: 131). Furthermore, the 

lessons learnt while surviving adversity gave many women the strength to oppose the tradition by, for 

example, refusing to induct their daughters to it, which can be seen as an act of exercising (negative) 

agency.  

“How women‟s agency is read, of course, depends on who is reading” and, I would add, “how it is 

being read” (Jeffrey 1998: 223, cited in Fruzzetti and Tenhunen 2006: 96). It is time to rethink the 

concept of agency and grant it a more universal meaning. It has been bound to Western ideals and 

ways of thinking which place the individual first. An agent has to be an individual who has the capacity 

to act freely and independently by default. If he or she is not doing so, it is a question of not realizing 

his or her rights, rather than a question of the option of such realization. In many non-Western 

societies, the family unit and the society come first, while the individual as a free-acting agent is a 

foreign concept. Decisions are filtered through the family and for the benefit of the family, group or 

clan. Going against those structures can often lead to ostracizing from the group. This, however, 

should not mean that agency cannot be exercised. On the contrary, non-Western societies have 

undergone drastic changes and still are. The agency that has prompted those changes may have 

been more subtle, acting within normative and traditional constraints and potentially has taken more 

time, but this does not render it more ineffective. As Fruzzetti and Tenhunen (2006) point out, 

“[r]esearch which overlooks the agency of actors who do not have authority, strengthens the dominant 

discourses” (xix).  

Drawing on the theoretical frameworks discussed, I propose the following working definition of 

agency: Agency is the capacity of human beings to conceive of and enact change in their own lives 

and in the world. It is at least a two-stage process. The first step is having an intention or desire for 

change. It is, therefore, more internal. The second one is to realize that intention which occurs in 

interactions with the outside world and can be conditioned by the environment and structures. Arriving 

at the first stage and not being able to proceed to the second is still an act of agency, though not 

completed. I choose to call it “dormant agency”. In order to understand what blocks the way to 

proceeding to stage two, structural constraints will be reviewed.  
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Structure 

“„Agency‟ is at the core of the functionalist school, which holds that autonomous individuals make and 

remake social reality. On the other hand, the structuralists maintain that social beings organize their 

lives within the parameters of existing social, economic, cultural, and political structures, and that 

these structures have class, ethnic, age, and gender divisions which first have to be attenuated before 

agency can come to fruition.” (Lieten 2008: 137). As outlined above, I do not subscribe to theoretical 

frameworks which only award the chance for the exercise of agency to individuals who have 

autonomy to act. Acknowledging structural constraints is indispensable to the review of agency, 

especially in an environment where status quo is norm and change considered deviant. Furthermore, 

structure includes also “emotional and moral configurations, and not just ordering principles” (Ortner 

1998:14). This is an important notion complicating the debate on structural constraints and adding 

emotion and morality to what is traditionally conceived of as structure – class, caste, gender, religion, 

ethnicity, custom, and socio-economic and political realities. Valandra uses the term “the prism of 

oppression” to illustrate the “multiplicity of the women‟s experiences with racism, sexism, and 

classism and how these experiences affected their ability to seek services, use services, and 

otherwise break free from prostitution.” (Valandra 2007: 203-204). Therefore, reviewing agency would 

be incomplete without including “analysis of the larger social structure, for children [and women] are 

deeply embedded within important and influential networks of social, cultural, economic and power 

relationships. […] We cannot consider [people] as detached individual agents, but have to consider 

their selves and activities as essentially in and through their relationships with others.” (Feeny and 

Boyden 2004: 52). 

Nevertheless, as constraining as it can be, structure is not necessarily static and unchanging. 

Tenhunen in her essay on working class women in Calcutta uses “the idea of culture both as a 

restricting and as an enabling agency”. She argues against “modernist” discourses which claim that 

the “socially constructed subject cannot be an agent. […] Instead, the subject is constructed through 

multiple discursive formations of the given culture; while, at the same time the discursive formations 

provide a possibility for agency” (Tenhunen in Fruzzetti and Tenhunen 2006: 129). 

Importantly, awareness of structural constraints demythologizes the idealistic view of agency 

discussed above.  As van den Berge observes “the concept of agency seems to have been awarded 

with an inherent positivity. […] It remains, however, undiscussed how potentially empowering activities 

are often prevented of coming to fruition by the broader structural environment.” (van den Berge 2006: 

5).  The author concludes that though working children exercise agency by working, “their agency can 

only be seen as “second best solution” and is shaped by structural constraints (ibid. 9-10). Similarly, in 

a study of children‟s lives in Nicaragua, Bolivia, Burkina Faso, Tanzania, India and Vietnam, Lieten 

(2008) concludes that “[a]gency is involved in each case, whether it is agency to bring about change 

or agency to make the most of existing conditions. Yet […] structural constraints continue to have an 

overriding effect.” (137). Van den Berge (2006) proposes that structural constraints be addressed first 

“instead of focusing on the children‟s agency” (9-10). Though the situation of working children differs 

significantly from that of children or women in prostitution, there certainly are parallels when 
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discussing structure and agency. I would only disagree with focusing on structural obstacles instead 

of agency, as it is my belief that in the case of ritual prostitution working on improving both would be 

more valuable.  

Finally, the positioning of the ritual prostitute vis-à-vis the society is unique. Unlike other sex workers 

who tend to occupy the outskirts of society and whose behaviour is considered deviant and contrary 

to established ethical norms, ritual prostitutes are (often integral) parts of their societies. Thérèse 

Blanchet, in her discussion of a study of a brothel in Bangladesh, elaborates on the meaning of samaj 

(moral society) and its extreme importance to people‟s lives. In her study “the brothel epitomizes the 

anti-samaj” (Blanchet 1999: 26-29). The same concept of samaj exists in Hindi but rather than 

remaining outside or in opposition, the girls and women in sacred or caste-based prostitution are 

situated in the samaj. Their families have introduced them to the practice, villagers celebrate them as 

embodiment of the local goddess at festivals, and their day-to-day life does not differ drastically from 

that of other women in the community – they run their households, raise their children and care for 

their elders. Instead of being the recipient of societal stigma, the ritual prostitute exists largely by 

societal sanction. Leaving prostitution then means breaking the status quo in the village and evolves 

different structural obstacles. Abandoning the prescribed role in the samaj makes reintegration in the 

new role of ex-prostitute complex as societal expectations, especially in a closed rural environment, 

tend to gravitate toward the status quo (in this case, to the status of prostitute).  

Exit 

Going through the scant literature on exiting prostitution, I found discussions on the processes 

involved with the decision to leave the trade made by individuals free to act. Among the abundant 

empirical and theoretical writings on prostitution, most focus on entry and life in prostitution, and very 

few concern exit processes (see Månsson and Hedin 1999; Dalla 2006). The vast majority of them are 

about street, brothel-based or escort prostitution, while attention to ritual prostitution is limited and 

practically non-existent concerning exit. 

Processes described about exit of commercial sex work have to do with the individual's choice to 

enter the trade in the first place (even if choice has been very constrained) – something entirely 

irrelevant in the current study where choice upon entry is entirely lacking. Family members take the 

decision to dedicate a girl to the local goddess or the “tradition” at infancy or a very young age when 

she is unable to consent and nor is consent sought in any shape or form. Leaving an occupation that 

has been chosen by the individual differs drastically from leaving an occupation in which the individual 

has had no part in choosing. A primarily or completely individual decision in one case, the step to 

leave ritual prostitution is more deeply entrenched in familial and societal networks and requires 

changing all of them in order to be successful. The theoretical frameworks concerning exit, though not 

directly relevant, are still useful for understanding the complex processes of exit and shall therefore 

be reviewed.  

An influential study on life in prostitution is Ine Vanwesenbeeck‟s Prostitutes‟ Well-being and Risk 

(1994). Though not directly focused on exiting (the Dutch sociologist seeks to understand what makes 

some women have an “enjoyable career” in prostitution and others be “destroyed” by it (1)), the study 
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comes up with some valuable insights. Vanwesenbeeck introduces the concept “the Matthew effect”, 

which occurs in many subsequent theorizations of prostitution. It comprises of five factors: “childhood 

experiences, financial situation, circumstances of prostitution, individual survival strategies, and the 

interplay with the men/ customers” and the interaction between them determines how happy or 

unhappy a woman is in prostitution (Månsson and Hedin 1999: 69).  

Månsson and Hedin (1999) use Vanwesenbeeck‟s concept to study exit of commercial sex work by 

Breaking the Matthew Effect. They supplement it with a “process perspective” because they reason 

“exiting prostitution is not one event, but many – it often takes place over time and in many different 

phases” (69). The conceptualization of exit as a process rather than a single event is important and 

especially applicable to the current research. Månsson and Hedin identify three sets of factors which 

influence “women‟s break with the sex trade”: structural (work, housing, education, welfare benefits, 

etc), relational (personal relationships and social networks, and support or lack of support received 

from them) and individual (“internal driving forces”, “ability to dream and fantasize”) (73-74). The 

decision to leave prostitution, whether entertained for a while or sudden, is usually catalyzed by a 

“turning point”. Turning points can be “eye opening events” (the realization what being in the trade 

actually means), “traumatic events” (instances of violence, exploitation, police detention, deprivation 

of custody of children, etc.) or “positive life event” (falling in love, giving birth, finding a job, returning to 

school) (71-72). Though they do acknowledge that “[a]lso necessary are favourable structural 

conditions”, the authors conclude that if they were to pick one factor as most important, it would be 

“the woman‟s own coping strategies” (75-76). Sanders (2007) strongly rejects their claim and argues 

that “although agency has a significant place in transitions, the structural, political, cultural, and legal 

factors, as well as cognitive transformations and agency, are key determinants in trapping women into 

sex work.” (77). She warns against the dangers of such “theoretical position that locates the 

responsibility for entering into, remaining, and leaving the sex industry with individuals […]. The 

“responsibilization” agenda has influenced how individual sex workers are expected to take control of 

their involvement in sex work” (ibid. 76, referring to Phoenix & Oerton, 2005: 100). 

Williamson and Folaron (2003) and Dalla (2006) researched exit processes among street-level 

prostitution. Williamson and Folaron (2003) to some extent echo Månsson and Hedin‟s findings about 

turnings points and personal characteristics: “It is the sum total of daily hassles, acute traumas, and 

chronic conditions that precipitate a woman‟s decision to exit prostitution” (283). Notably, they 

recognize that institutional pressures can cause decisions to exit, but without a personal commitment 

on the part of the (ex) sex worker, “… outside restrictive measures are only temporary” (ibid.). This 

brings us back to the discussion of agency as a two-stage process, the first being the intention or 

desire to make a change. As exemplified by this study, without at least the first stage of agency, 

outside interventions would often eventually be futile. Dalla (2006) adds to the significance of turning 

points and support from significant others the critical importance of formal support services and 

options for economic independence and employment (281-282). She further elaborates on “the desire 

to be a better parent” as factor inducing the desire to exit sex trade (282). 
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Another important concept in the study of leaving prostitution, “mutually reinforcing vulnerabilities”, is 

introduced by Casick, Martin and May (2003). In their study, sex work and drug use are treated as 

mutually reinforcing vulnerabilities which complicate exit of sex work. Those can be worsened by what 

the authors refer to as “trapping factors”: “involvement in prostitution and/or „hard drug‟ use before 

age 18; sex working „outdoors‟ or as an „independent drifter‟; and experience of at least one additional 

vulnerability indicator such as being „looked after‟ in local authority care or being homeless” (v). 

Although drug use is generally not a factor affecting home-based rural ritual prostitution, the concepts 

of mutually reinforcing vulnerabilities and trapping factors are particularly useful for the analysis of 

what precludes exit of sex work.  

Becoming an Ex is a particularly in-depth and influential study on exit by Professor Helen Rose Fuchs 

Ebaugh, formerly Sister Helen Rose. An ex-nun and currently a professor of sociology at the 

University of Houston, Ebaugh draws from her personal experience and a series of interviews with ex-

convicts, ex-alcoholics, ex-prostitutes, ex-doctors, ex-cops, retirees, ex-nuns and transsexuals to 

develop a theory of the processes of role exiting, which she claims is applicable to a wide variety of 

people leaving a role and becoming an “ex”. Role exit in her framework is defined as “[t]he process of 

disengagement from a role that is central to one‟s self-identity and the reestablishment of an identity 

in a new role that takes into account one‟s ex-role” (Ebaugh 1988: 1). Disengagement is “the process 

of withdrawing from the normative expectations associated with a role, the process whereby an 

individual no longer accepts as appropriate the socially defined rights and obligations that accompany 

a given role in society” (3). It is a “mutual process between the individual and relevant role-set 

partners” (3-4) and “a complex process that involves shifts in reference groups, friendship networks, 

relationships with former group members, and, most important, shifts in a person‟s own sense of self 

identity” (181). Ebaugh insightfully notes that an ex is forced to deal with significant pressures 

between her past, present and future and that “[e]xes tend to maintain role residual or some kind of 

“hangover identity” from a previous role as they move into new social roles” (5). She has significantly 

influenced later studies introducing the concept of exit as a process that can take years rather than a 

single event. (23).  

Ebaugh identified four major stages which define the process, though not every exiter necessarily 

goes through all of them. The initial stage includes first doubts and cuing behaviour, although as she 

notes, it occasionally remains “arrested and never proceeds to further stages” (41). The duration of 

the doubting process depends on the “degree of awareness, degree of control over the exit, 

institutionalization of doubts, and whether the individual is a lone doubter or part of a group of people 

who are beginning to question their role commitment” (81). Stage two comprises of seeking and 

weighing role alternatives, while stage three, or the decision to effectuate exit, is typically precipitated 

by turning points (specific events, the last straw, time-related factors, excuses, either/or alternatives 

(123-134). The final stage is the establishing an ex-role identity when “one‟s previous role 

identification has to be taken into account and incorporated into a future identity” (149). Significantly, 

during this phase, societal expectations have to be dealt with (150) and “[e]ven though society 

approves of rehabilitation from what are considered deviant roles into nondeviant ones, individuals 

making this role change are still subject to negative societal reactions or social stigma based on their 
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previous identities” (158). Among other variables, Ebaugh includes “social desirability” and claims that 

“[s]ome exits, such as […] the ex-prostitute, carry social approval” (39, 156). Conversely, in the 

current study, leaving the role of prostitute is socially disapproved. Another variable, “reversibility” is 

also important to note as not all exits from (ritual) prostitution are final and incontestable.  

Despite the fact that Ebaugh‟s sample consists of informants who have voluntarily exited a role, she 

recognizes that roles can be part of “a totalistic, given system that does unquestioned” and individuals 

may assume that they have no control over leaving (81). Positioned in such a setting, the present 

research is conducted with the aims to explore the perceived obstacles to awakening dormant agency 

and realizing exit from ritual prostitution.  
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES 

This research aims to bring new knowledge about the perceptions of young girls and women in ritual 

prostitution by listening to them and recording their voices, as their opinions are practically absent 

from academic and activist literature alike. It is guided by the belief that subjects have valid 

knowledge about their lives and this knowledge ought to be included in the designing of measures for 

their benefit and to supplement or correct ideas about what is in the girl‟s and woman‟s best interest.  

Most writings on Devadasis refer to them as either of the diametrically opposed nun or whore with 

little possibility of existence somewhere in the middle of this axis
18

. Dominant discourses on children 

involved in prostitution often portray them as powerless victims (Montgomery 2001). I seek to 

complicate this black and white representation and see if as much as they are victims, they can also 

be survivors, (dormant) agents, responsible daughters, and mothers, by exploring which factors keep 

them trapped in the practice of sex work. The question which guides this research is therefore: What 

are the perceptions of girls and women traditionally forced into prostitution about the factors which 

hinder or stimulate exit of sex work? 

The epistemological stance guiding this research has been Subjectivism. The focus has been on 

understanding the meanings and perceptions of young girls and women traditionally forced into 

prostitution (Devadasis, Mathammas, Jogini and Bedni), meanings which are not set, predetermined 

or unchangeable, but are “imposed on the object by the subject” (Gray 2004: 17). Coming from the 

standpoint that there is “no, direct, one-to-one relationship between ourselves (subjects) and the 

world (object)”, the appropriate theoretical perspective is Interpretivism. This theoretical paradigm was 

chosen as a “proven and accessible standpoint that provides a space in research for those in a 

vulnerable or silenced position to exercise their voice and contribute to a wider process of knowledge 

production and potential policy development” (Sanders 2007: 77). The stress has been on the 

individual and her unique and personal experience of her world. The way an event or occurrence is 

perceived, impacts the behaviour of the individual who perceives it. “If [people] define situations as 

real, they are real in their consequences”. (Thomas and Znaniecki 1927, cited in Ebaugh 1988: 31-

32).  

I adopted qualitative research methods with elements of ethnography and phenomenology. Due to the 

limited time for research (3 months), a full ethnography has not been possible, but I studied the 

culture and how it relates or shapes the behaviour of the actors involved and relied on intense 

observation and immersion in the field. From the phenomenological approach, I sought to understand 

“the subjective experience of the subject” (Gray 2004: 21) and my main unit of analysis was the 

individual, rather than site. Therefore, the main methods of data collection were informal and semi-

structured interviews, and partial life histories. As means to introduce myself and the objectives of my 

study and to get to know potential informants, I also conducted a few focus group discussions. For the 

rest of the time, I opted for one-on-one interviews (notwithstanding the translator) whenever possible, 

but if the girls or women preferred to be interviewed in the company of fellow Devadasis for emotional 

support (see Orchard 2007), I respected their preference.  
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 “Nun” refers to the originally celibate temple dancing girls once had. 
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The major focus of the research has been on identifying perceptions, which are by nature intangible. 

Perceptions can be phenomenal (visual and sensory) and/ or psychological (concepts, ideas, 

thoughts and insights). In order to grasp the girls‟ and women‟s perceptions a variety of methods were 

employed. In addition to probing about the psychological perceptions by asking what the actors‟ 

thoughts on sex work and the factors which stimulate or hinder exit were, through careful observation 

the implicit, non-verbal perceptions were attempted to be discerned and analyzed. Perceptions can be 

expressed through behaviour, mannerisms, choice of clothing, avoiding discussion, and others. What 

remains unsaid can be of equal value to what is verbally expressed and should be noted to achieve a 

thorough understanding of actors‟ perceptions. Therefore, in addition to transcribed data from 

interviews and notes from informal discussions, in my field notes, I included thick descriptions of the 

body language of the informants, the pauses in conversation, their attitudes toward me, the 

researcher, and others in their communities, the ways they arrange their houses, the places they go 

and not go to, their routines and the breaks in those routines.     

Importantly, using multiple methods enables triangulation – cross-reference of data to compensate for 

the weaknesses and disadvantages inherent in each method (Gray 2004: 33). As I aimed for 

methodological consistency, triangulation helped assure the dependability of the research data – “that 

methods are systematic, well-documented, and designed to account for research subjectivities” 

(O‟Leary 2004: 58). With the majority of my informants, I spent significant amounts of time getting to 

know them, helping them around the house, running errands with them, etc., while conducting 

informal interviews. I often did that initial part without a translator, using non-verbal methods of 

communication, as we rarely had a language in common. This was, however, a valuable time for 

building trust and was later reflected in the quality of information the women would share with me. By 

the time we sat down for an "official" interview, we had built rapport and could discuss more serious 

topics with ease. In addition to observation and interviewing, I aimed to cross check information 

whenever possible with other family members, the children of the women and the NGO staff who had 

introduced me to the informant.  

Sample and Sampling Methods 

In contrast to the information I had acquired from books, academic articles, newspaper articles and 

NGO reports, I found the practice of ritual prostitution and especially new dedications to it to have 

declined. Various sources cited that in India between 1,000 and 15,000 new dedications are 

performed every year (HRW 1999: Section VII, Nag 2001: 4027, Orchard 2004, Orchard 2007: 2381). 

This wide range is already indicative of the unavailability of precise information on the numbers of girls 

newly introduced into the tradition. Thousands of yearly dedications were performed 20 to 30 years 

ago, but now a new dedication is a relatively uncommon event. Many ex-Devadasis (or ex-

Mathammas or ex-Jogini, depending on the region) work as activists to stop new dedications and 

notify the police if they find any family preparing for or conducting the ritual. Having suffered 

overwhelming sexual and psychological abuse in their youth, these women are zealous about their 

job. They cling to it and the NGOs who hire them, as oftentimes this is their only way to have an 
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existence outside the practice of prostitution. According to Mrs. Nirmala
19

, who has been working with 

the Jogini and Mathamma communities for the past two decades, nowadays only 5 to 6 dedications 

happen a year in Andhra Pradesh. Similar numbers were cited by NGO staff and government workers 

for the state of Karnataka. As the practice has been outlawed and the government has adopted hefty 

punishments for anybody involved in the dedication of a girl to a goddess, the number of young 

Devadasis has decreased. Through a great deal of probing and patience I was able to meet with a 

few young girls, however, the majority of my informants were between 25 and 40 years of age.  

The practice of ritual prostitution, however, has not been eradicated as some NGO workers claimed or 

is maintained in NGO or official government reports. Recently, the Karnataka State Women 

Development Corporation declared Belgaum District of Karnataka “Devadasi-free” (Deccan Herald 

2009). Yet, I personally met a number of practicing Devadasis in Belgaum. Rather than being 

eradicated, the practice has been pushed into illegality. As a result of the various bans passed, it now 

unfolds in secrecy and, in some cases, has been converted into trafficking. Dedications in the state of 

Karnataka and parts of Andhra Pradesh are no longer a public celebration, where the whole village 

partakes in a wedding-like ceremony. They happen in private for fear of fines or imprisonment (see 

also Orchard 2007: 2381). 

Some Devadasis have become “invisible”. Because of the ban on the practice and the incentives, 

however meagre, given by the state and/or NGOs, to stop sex work, many women declare that they 

have abandoned the practice, join self-help groups and take on new names as a symbol of the new 

life. They receive a small pension from the government, sometimes a piece of land or a house, a 

buffalo, and, in some cases, monetary help to educate their children. They can only claim those 

benefits if they pledge that they have left prostitution. Many do, but a large percentage, despite of 

their pledge, secretly continue to perform sex work. This was perhaps one of the most challenging 

periods of my field work as throughout most of the state of Karnataka different NGOs claimed that the 

practice of ritual prostitution had been completely “eradicated”. For weeks, I was being introduced to 

dozens of women who used to be Devadasis but were now allegedly reformed and leading decent 

lives. At some point, I even started doubting why I was doing this research if all problems have been 

resolved. Finally, by spending a lot of time with the women and, especially, spending time without the 

NGO staff around, they started admitting that many are still fully involved in the practice, albeit 

secretly. I started referring to them as the invisible Devadasis. NGOs and particularly those NGOs 

which work very closely with the government perpetuate the invisibility
20

.  

Sampling for girls and women involved in ritual prostitution therefore required patience and creativity. 

Unlike most commercial sex workers who are usually clustered in brothels or particular public spaces 

(like bus or train stations, bars, highways, or parks), Devadasis, Mathammas, Joginis and 
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 Director of Aashray NGO, Hyderabad. 
20 Another aspect of invisibility is sending girls off to brothels in large cities or abroad. Staying in the native village can be 
dangerous for a young girl newly-wed to a goddess as activists or watchful neighbours can notify the police and bring trouble to 
the family. Either the family takes the initiative or friendly madams - brothel owners from the bigger cities - go to the villages to 
recruit new Devadasis. Being trafficked into commercial sex work, the girls lose even the little agency they would have had 
while in their native villages as “wives of the god” and being considered semi-holy, as well as the family support.  
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Bednis engage in rural and primarily home-based prostitution. Lists or maps could not be of much use 

as they do not have signs with the houses where one can procure himself a young temple girl. Nor 

would trying to find those houses on my own be a safe endeavour. Therefore, I depended strongly on 

contacts through local NGOs involved with the research communities. 

Entering the field through NGOs had its pluses and minuses. In most locations, the organizations 

were very cooperative and sometimes even delegated staff to travel with me for days or weeks to 

different remote villages and introduce me to women involved in the practice or ones who used to be 

part of it, but had managed to leave it. I am expressly grateful for their help and dedication. However, 

as much as they were "gateopeners", they were often gatekeepers as well and affected the make up 

of my sample. Depending on the strategy of the NGO and its affiliation or lack thereof with the local 

government, I was introduced to a particular selection of women and sometimes got responses which 

could have been guided by the NGO. For example, if the NGO's focus was explicitly on eradication of 

the practice of ritual prostitution, my resulting sample ended up being made up of women who had 

supposedly left sex work. After spending a lot of time with them, a different picture emerged. Many of 

the women introduced to me as ex-prostitutes, turned out to still be practicing secretly. Because of the 

monetary and/ or logistical support they were getting from the NGO, they felt obliged to adhere to the 

official discourse of the organization. Therefore, relying on local groups and activists has to some 

extent skewed my sample, but without their help I would not have been able to gain access to the 

research subjects. Through spending quality time with my informants, building trust and explaining my 

non-affiliation with the NGO I had been introduced by, I believe I managed to largely make up for the 

deficiencies of this method of sampling.  

My sample is made up by 75 girls and women between the ages of 10 and 60. See below breakdown 

by age, state, and practice.  

Age Group Number of girls/ women 

10-19 16 

20-29 18 

30-39 24                                                             

40-60 17 

  
   

State Number of girls/women 

Karnataka 20 

Andhra Pradesh 33 

Madhya Pradesh 22 

  

Practice Number of girls/women 

Devadasi 15 (and 5 daughters of Devadasis) 

Mathamma 25 (and 5 daughters of Mathammas) 

Jogini 3 

Bedni 17 (and 1 daughter of Bedni and 4 Bedia girls) 
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In addition to the women and girls involved in ritual prostitution, I conducted 10 formal and various 

informal interviews with NGO staff working with the different communities. I had established contact 

via email or phone with some of the NGOs prior to going to the field. The majority I met through word 

of month while on the field. For most of my fieldwork, I was accompanied by Ritesh Sharma, Ahwaan 

Foundation, New Delhi, who was shooting a documentary on the topic of ritual prostitution. He also 

helped me immensely in gaining access to various local non-for-profits and being trusted by them. 

See below a summary of the NGOs involved in the research.  

NGO Target Community State 

Sadhana Women and Child 
Welfare Society 

Devadasis 
Battered Women             

Karnataka 

BIRDS 
Devadasis 
Commercial Sex Workers         

Karnataka 

KHTP 
Devadasis 
Commercial Sex Workers  

Karnataka 

Bharuka Charitable Trust 
Devadasis 
Commercial Sex Workers   

Karnataka 

MASS Devadasis Karnataka 

Aashray Foundation 
Mathammas 
Jogini             

Andhra Pradesh             

DUTIES Mathammas Andhra Pradesh 

Samskaar Jogini Andhra Pradesh 

Satyasodhan Ashram Bedni Madhya Pradesh 

Shri Ram Snehi Abhyudaya 
Ashram 

Bedni Madhya Pradesh 

        

Research Locations and Access 

The mythos that surrounds the practice is integral to creating the setting and understanding the first 

two research locations. I therefore present a version of the Yellamma myth compiled from different 

versions of the story as told to me by pilgrims to the Yellamma temple in Saundatti, temple priests and 

interviewees. 

Myth of Yellamma 

Renuka Yellamma was the daughter of Renuka Maharaja. She lived in a rich kingdom. Beside the 
kingdom, in a place called Yelu Kola, a priest, named Jamadagni, lived. When Yellamma saw 
him, she fell in love with him. Her father restricted her. He told her not to go after a priest and 
marry within her own caste and rank. Yet she refused to marry anyone else. Renuka Maharaja 
went to the priest and told him about his daughter‟s desire. Jamadagni told Yellamma, “I am a 
simple priest. My life is not filled with luxuries. You come from a king‟s family but I cannot give you 
all the things that you are used to.” Still she insisted on marrying him and so it was. Yellamma 
moved to live with the ascetic in his ashram. 

Every morning Yellamma went to the river to bring fresh water for her husband. She had magic 
powers and made a new pot out of sand every day to bring the water in. For her head cushion, 
she made a coil out of a live snake.  

One day while going to get water, she saw a couple playing naked in the river. The sight aroused 
her and she thought, “Oh, if I hadn‟t married an ascetic, I‟d also be able to enjoy with my 
husband”, but quickly went back to her duties – making a pot and filling it with water. She realized 
with horror that she could no longer make a pot out of sand, nor could she catch a snake. She 
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had lost her powers because of the thoughts she had had. Yellamma went to her husband empty-
handed. Jamadagni was furious and accused her of having been unfaithful – her heart wasn‟t 
pure, that‟s why she couldn‟t make the pot. With eyes full of wrath he made her into a leper. 

Yellamma left the ashram and wandered far and wide until she met two yogis who helped her get 
cured of leprosy in the holy waters of Jogalabhavi. She returned home but her defiance enraged 
Jamadagni even more and he ordered his sons to kill her. The first three refused. Incensed at 
their disobedience, Jamadagni cursed them to become impotent. The fourth son, Parsuram, an 

avatar
21

 of Vishnu, obeyed his father and cut off his mother‟s head. Content with his son, 

Jamadagni promised to grant him a wish. Parsuram asked that his mother be brought back to life 
and his brothers‟ potency be restored.   

(see also Brandford 1983: 308) 

Mathamma is often referred to as Yellamma‟s sister or is considered to be the same goddess as 

Yellamma, given different names in different regions. The myth about Mathamma was told to me as 

practically the same story as the one sketched above with some additional information
22

. In every 

Madiga village, there is a temple dedicated to Mathamma. She is praised as a sister and the Madiga 

“have promised to give every first girl child to her”. (Radhama, social worker, Tirupati).  

Yellamma means “mother of all”
23

 (Bradford 1983: 307; Lalitha and Sundar 2007: 15). She belongs to 

“a family of ferocious goddesses” responsible for a wide array of diseases (Bradford 1983: 310). In 

particular, Yellamma presides over illnesses caused by “overheating” and expressed as hunnu (skin 

sores and ulcers) (ibid. 309-310). Those include smallpox, chicken pox, measles, mumps, eczema, 

scabies, shingles, gonorrhea, syphilis and leprosy (ibid.). Yellamma‟s dominion is tightly connected to 

the myth about the deity (erotic thoughts, which are believed to create heat, caused her to lose her 

magic powers; Jamadagni‟s wrath – also an expression of heat – turned her into a leper and made his 

sons impotent). This is also very important for the understanding of the practice of dedicating girls to 

the goddess, which is frequently related to one of the above-mentioned diseases.    

Karnataka 

Karnataka is India‟s sixth largest state and has a population of about 52 million people (Orchard 2004: 

24). The official language is Kannada. Though predominantly a rural and agrarian state, Karnataka 

has become a leader in information technologies and has been called the “Silicon State of India” 

(Ministry of External Affairs (a)). According to the government census, 22,873 Devadasis live in the 

state of Karnataka (The Hindu 2007). 

I started my research stationed in Dhawrad and travelled daily to the famous Yellamma temple, 

Yellammagurda, 5 kilometres from the town of Saundatti. Yellammagurda is “one of the largest 

pilgrimage centers in South India, attracting some two to three million pilgrims a year” (Bradford 1983: 

308). Goddess Yellamma is deeply revered throughout the state and thousands from Karnataka and 

other states travel to the temple yearly for worship. It was particularly important for my research, 

because the majority of Devadasis get dedicated and married to Yellamma. Until recently, Saundatti 
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 Avatar  - reincarnation.  
22

 After Parshuram cut off his mother‟s head, the head rolled into a Madiga‟s house. The Madigas, one of the lowest castes 

among the “Untouchables”, protected the head. During those ancient times, their caste name was Mathangulu. When Renuka 
got her life back, she told the Mathamgulu, now Madigas, “You saved my life. From now on, I will protect you. Give me the 
name Mathamma.” 
23

 From Telugu, yella – all; amma – mother. Mathamma has a similar meaning – “great mother”.  
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used to be a focal point of dedications to devadasihood especially during the time of jatra
24

. I spent 

the two weeks preceding and following this year‟s jatra conducting formal and informal interviews. 

Most respondents were ex-Devadasi volunteers present on the temple grounds to raise awareness 

about the practice and stop impending dedications. Because of them and police vigils, most ritual 

prostitutes were reluctant to discuss their involvement with sex work. Only one temple priest said 

directly, “They are low caste whores. They don‟t understand Yellamma. Only occasionally, the spirit of 

Yellamma enters them.” (Field notes, February 7-11, 2009).  

The second part of my research in Karnataka I conducted in and around Raibag, home to the second 

largest Devadasi population in the state
25

. Initially, I stayed in Gokak, close to MASS‟s head office in 

Ghataprabha but soon realized that being in such close proximity to the major office would not be 

beneficial to my research. Despite privately acknowledging that the practice of sacred prostitution is 

subsists, MASS‟s official stance is that the organization has managed to rehabilitate all Devadasis in 

the region. Therefore, I moved to the smaller town of Raibag, where, though still working in 

cooperation with MASS, I had more freedom to visit informants on my own, elucidate on the 

independent nature of my project and reassure the participants that any information they chose the 

impart would remain confidential.  

In almost every village in the region, MASS has set up sanghas (self-help groups) of Devadasis who 

have allegedly abandoned sex work. Between 12 and 20 women comprise each group. They meet 

daily and collect 10 rupees from each member, which is then deposited in a bank and used on a 

rotational basis or in cases of emergency by the women. During the meetings, they also discuss 

issues, take decisions and create awareness about relevant government schemes that might benefit 

them. Attending a sangha meeting was often my entry point into a village: a chance to introduce 

myself, make initial contact, lead a group discussion and identify potential subjects for more in-depth 

interviews. I also conducted theatre workshops with the children of the women as a means to get to 

know the villagers better, earn their trust and give something back to the community. After the initial 

meetings and workshops, I went back to the villages numerous times and talked to the women on a 

one-on-one basis or in smaller groups. Sometimes, I got the chance to meet Devadasis who were not 

affiliated with MASS and therefore more open to discuss their current involvement with prostitution. 

Following a similar pattern, I conducted field work in the villages Kankanwadi, Bekeri, Mekhli, 

Neragundi and Nandikurli.  

After completing my work in Raibag, I returned to Dharwad to attend a few meetings, among which an 

International Women‟s Day celebration for sex workers
26

. Around 300 women attended the full day of 

festivities, including speeches, an art program, talent show and a lunch. Per my request, one of the 

keynote speakers asked the congregation how many of the women present were Devadasis. To my 

utter surprise, more than a third raised their hands. After weeks of looking for the invisible Devadasis, 

I suddenly met more than a 100 ritual prostitutes, all sharing one space. Afterwards, I had brief 
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 Religious celebration.  
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 According to MASS staff, around 600 Devadasis live in the area, second to the town of Athni, where there are allegedly 

1000. 
26

 The event was organized by SPAD (Society for People‟s Action for Development) and BCP (Bharuka Charitable Trust). 
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discussions with some of the women and arranged for follow-up meetings to conduct in-depth 

interviews.  

Andhra Pradesh 

Andhra Pradesh is the third largest state of India with an area of 276,754 square kilometres and a 

population of 76 million (Ministry of Foreign Affairs(b)). The state language is Telugu. There is a great 

disparagement between sources about the numbers of “Devadasis” in the state – from 17,000 (Black 

2007: 2) to 52,000 (Mrs. Nirmala, Aashray Foundation, Hyderabad). This inconsistency may be 

accountable to the fact that government sources do not distinguish between the different practices 

followed in different parts of the state and cite numbers under the umbrella name Devadasi. In Andhra 

Pradesh, female devotees married to goddess Yellamma are called Jogini, while those dedicated to 

goddess Mathamma are referred to as Mathammas. The Jogini, very similar to the Devadasis of 

Karnataka in terms of reasons for dedication and livelihoods¸ are primarily in the Northern part of the 

state, while in the South, there are mostly Mathammas.  

I conducted the majority of my research in two districts – Chittoor, where the practice of ritual 

prostitution is still prevalent, and Nellore, where the majority of Mathammas have abandoned sex 

work. I also spent time in Hyderabad, home to HITECH city (an ultra modern hub of local and 

international IT companies), but also home to many sacred prostitutes. In Chittor and Hyderabad, I 

worked with the Aashray Foundation, while in Nellore, I worked in cooperation with DUTIES
27

.  

Chittoor, the Southern-most district of Andhra, still has a significantly large population of Mathammas. 

Far from the state‟s capital, Hyderabad, Chittoor remains on the outskirts of government programs. 

Rehabilitation schemes and benefits for ritual prostitutes reach them only sporadically, and the entire 

lack of follow up or more comprehensive help pushes many women who have attempted to stop 

dancing and leave sex work, back into it.  

I started my research in Tirupati – a famous pilgrimage city and the „the most visited place of worship‟ 

in the world
28

. In the midst of this holy city, there are concentrations of Mathamma abodes – in the city 

slum, Indira Nagar, and the neighbourhoods of Thummalagunta, Parvatipuram and Staff Quarters. 

Often five or more houses next to each other are sacred prostitute-run households. Introduced to a 

couple of women by the local coordinator from Aashray, I easily met many more and they were all 

very open to me and welcoming. They insisted that I visit daily, eat with them, and let them braid my 

hair and put flowers in it. In less then a week, I had built great rapport with them. Using Telugu words 

for family relations, like chelli, akka and amma
29

, when conversing with them, I managed to narrow 

the distance between us even more and by the time I conducted formal semi-structured interviews, 

the ladies were very much at ease with me and willing to discuss at length their lives, the Mathamma 

system and (un)successful government schemes for its eradication.  
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 DUTIES is an NGO, think tank and network of local grassroots organizations, working on Madiga rights, Mathamma 
rehabilitation and transgender rights and protection. 
28

 „With more than 50,000 daily visitors and an average of 19 million visitors a year, it is almost double the estimated number of 

people visiting Vatican City.‟ (NDTV 2007) 
29

 Chelli - younger sister, akka – older sister, amma - mother. 
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After Tirupati, I spent about two weeks in rural Chittoor in the villages Viradaya Palem, Venkatapuram, 

Ayurvadi Palem and M. G. Nagar. I stayed in a Mathamma‟s house in Venkatapuram the whole time 

and travelled to the other villages, which were very remote and often inaccessible by any form of 

public transportation. This was a period of complete immersion in village life and in the life of my 

research subjects, and a very fruitful time for the collection of data and observations.  

In Nellore, I witnessed a very different situation with Mathammas who had been not only reformed but 

seemingly integrated in society, some of them even running for local elections and holding posts of 

high service. The ex-Mathammas I met were very motivated to fight for the eradication of the system 

and were involved with various local sanghas and NGOs. In addition to the city of Nellore, I visited the 

villages Thalvaipadu, Naidupeta, Aruru and Ramapuri.  

In Hyderabad, my time was split between working with the Jogini who live and beg at the Yellamma 

Temple in the city, and Aashray‟s ashram for girls of sacred prostitutes. Both groups were very 

interesting for my study: the former because it was an example of the primarily rural tradition unfolding 

in the middle of an 8 million resident megapolis, the latter because it gave me an insight into the 

perceptions of young girls who were either at high risk of being dedicated to the system or had 

already been dedicated but rescued.  

Madhya Pradesh 

Located in the heart of India, Madhya Pradesh is among the poorest states (The Economist 2008) 

and rates badly on the World Hunger Index with 60 per cent of its children malnourished (BBC News 

2008). This was immediately obvious when I arrived. In addition to all other factors, deprivation is an 

influential element in the lives of the Bedia caste.  

I did the majority of my research in Patharia. Located in Sagar District, Patharia is an exclusively 

Bedia village infamous for its Bedni dancers. Around 200 families live there and there is at least one 

Bedni in every second house. Being an entirely Bedia settlement, Patharia is a net of family relations 

and many different families trace their roots back to the same forefathers. Though somewhat 

secluded, the village is neat and tidy. It looks just like any other village in the region. There is no 

obvious indication that the village has been a focal point of prostitution for generations.  

Champa Ben has been working with the Patharia community for 25 years. She set up Satyasodhan 

Ashram to educate the children hoping that through education she could break the vicious cycle of the 

tradition. I stayed in Satyasodhan Ashram for about 3 weeks, conducting interviews in the village with 

the help of some of the social workers affiliated with the ashram who served as gateopeners. I also 

led theatre and drawing workshops with the children from the ashram. I travelled to Habla, Sukha, 

Chouki and Chuck villages to meet and interview girls and women dedicated to the Bedni tradition. In 

Morena, I visited the Shri Ram Snehi Abhyudaya Ashram, set up in 1992 primary for Bedni children 

and got the chance to meet and interview young girls rescued from prostitution. 

Worth noting is the village of Sukha. Sukha means “dry” in Hindi and perfectly illustrates this small 

village in Vidisha District nestled between fields and mountains, with no infrastructure or morals. Out 

of 80 houses in the village, more than 60 are involved in prostitution. The village is one cohesive sex 
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work enterprise. Almost none of the men work as they are entirely supported by their women. The 

ones who do work, run liquor stores or pimp their daughters and sisters. Driving into Sukha we were 

immediately propositioned a girl. It is unimaginable that someone might enter the village for any other 

reason. Dancing at festivals and engaging in prostitution is such an overarching norm that none of the 

women or girls was shy talking about it. They only wondered why anyone would be interested in what 

they thought and kept asking me why I was there. I spoke to many young and middle-aged Bednis 

and a couple who had managed to stop the practice.  

Ethical Considerations and Challenges 

“[E]thical research should not only „do no harm‟, but also have potential „to do good‟, to involve 

„empowerment‟” (Corbridge 1998: 49, cited in Scheyvens and Storey 2003: 139). It is with this mindset 

that I embarked on this research. My aim was not to just write a paper and get a degree, but to do a 

meaningful piece of work which would be helpful in extending the understanding of women 

traditionally forced into prostitution, contribute to designing adequate and sensitive programs to help 

them and empower the girls and women themselves.  

The three critical ethical considerations which must be guaranteed in a research are informed 

consent, privacy (including confidentiality and anonymity), and conflict of interest (Scheyvens and 

Storey 2003). Informed consent usually necessitates a written agreement with the informant that he or 

she chooses to participate freely, is cognizant of any potential harms or benefits and aware that he or 

she can withdraw from the research at any point. Considering the fact that the majority of my 

interviewees are illiterate, a written consent was not always possible. Additionally, partaking in an 

illegal practice, having to sign their names was viewed as intimidating. I did, however, make sure to 

obtain their informed consent, albeit verbal. I explained at length the goals of my research and how 

any information shared would be used. Maintaining the informants‟ anonymity is also of utmost 

importance in order not to endanger their honour or livelihoods. All names here have therefore been 

duly changed and all visual, audio, and written records containing private information are safely kept 

in a password protected hard-disk to which only I have access. Conflicts of interest could arise 

between the women involved and the NGO staff working with them, for example. At times, the women 

or girls were unwilling to share certain types of information which could jeopardize the help they were 

getting from an NGO. In such cases, I chose not to probe further and to accept the information they 

were giving as it is. This did not harm my research, as my explicit goal was to find out the perceptions 

of the women of their lives and the possibilities to exit sex trade, rather than perform a fact-finding 

survey of the number of women still practicing.  

A major ethical challenge was conducting the interviews in such a way as not to offend, disrespect or 

hurt my informants due to the sensitive nature of the topic which would be discussed. As a 

researcher, I “must protect the informants from being emotionally burdened for having talked to [me]” 

(Bernard 2004:220). Therefore, instead of asking them direct questions about the sex work they 

perform, I focused on topics of family, friends, devotion to the goddess, etc. to elicit the information I 

was looking for without burdening the respondents. Unless the women themselves initiated a direct 
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conversation about what they do, I chose to not force the discussion of topics they might feel 

uncomfortable with.  

Another challenging topic was caste and its relation to prostitution. Practically all women involved in 

ritual prostitution are from the lowest castes and any man who uses them is from a higher caste. 

Contrary to my expectations that inquiring about caste would be insensitive or inappropriate, none of 

my informants had qualms about discussing their caste belonging. Usually before I even ventured to 

bring it up, they shared their caste, along with their name and native village.  Further still, many were 

aware of the discrimination they face and discussed at length the abuse they suffer largely on account 

of their caste.  

My position as a foreign researcher also inevitably posed a challenge. As my field work was 

concentrated in very small villages, often hours away from any big town or city, I was often the first 

foreigner the locals had ever seen. This attracted considerable attention which helped at times, 

because people were eager to invite me to their houses and share their stories, but complicated 

things as well, as it was often near impossible to be subtle about my work and I did not want to 

compromise the confidence of my interviewees. Therefore, to people not involved in my research, I 

often said I was doing a cultural study or an investigation of temple rituals. With the women and girls 

of my sample I had to take time to build rapport before embarking on interviewing them. Throughout 

my field work, I wore almost exclusively local clothing to minimize the differences between us as much 

as possible and, most importantly, to be respectful of the local mores and customs. With time I 

discovered that the more traditionally I dressed, the faster the women opened up to me and the more 

candid they were.  

Perhaps the biggest challenge was having to rely on a translator. Travelling to three states speaking 

three different languages - Kannada in Karnataka, Telugu in Andhra Pradesh and Hindi in Madhya 

Pradesh - presented a constant complication and inevitably affected the simultaneity of conversation. 

Sometimes, translation had to go three ways - from the local language, to Hindi, to English and back. 

On one occasion, the NGO gatekeeper was helping with the translation and later, when I translated 

the interview again with the help of another person, I found out that the NGO representative had 

changed entire passages of what the girl had said to make it comply with the NGO's viewpoint. 

Judging by this occurrence, it is possible that a similar incident might have happened at a different 

time. Having recorded the interviews, however, I had the option to seek the help of an alternate 

translator later in analyzing them. Additionally, triangulating women‟s stories by informally interviewing 

other family members, helped reduce inaccuracies to the maximum extent possible.  

Finally, working in three different states and more than forty villages and towns was a challenge in 

itself. In each place, I would arrive, build momentum, get acquainted with the local atmosphere, build 

rapport with the interviewees and then leave to start over again. The schedule demanded that I 

adapted very quickly and started working without delay to get as much information as possible without 

sacrificing its quality. Working with a team and having local support in the villages aided in that 

process tremendously.  
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PORTRAITS 

I present here four portraits which illustrate many of the life stories I heard and which will be referred 

to often in the following chapters.  

 

Portrait 1: Gauri, 30, Andhra Pradesh 

When she was three days old, the whole family went to the field and left Gauri alone. The oil lamp fell 
on her and burned her badly. When they came home to find the burnt infant, the parents rushed her to 
local Mathamma Temple. They didn‟t take her to a hospital. Instead, they left her at the temple for 5 
days. She survived. To thank the goddess for the miracle, the parents dedicated her to Mathamma. A 
few years later, Gauri developed a disease on her hand. The index finger of her right hand 
deteriorated. Now it is grown back into the top of her hand. That was another reason to wed her to 
Mathamma.  

The marriage ceremony was a big event in the village. Many people came. All Gauri wore were pan 
leaves around her waist and a yellow cloth covering her chest. Senior Mathammas tied the necklace

30
 

and taught her how to dance. The family sold her virginity to an upper caste man. He took her to his 
house and him and his son tried to sleep with her. She fought and ran away. They ran after her into 
the fields. Eventually, they caught her, beat her up and then raped her, first the father and then the 
son. She was 8. 

From 8 to 12, Gauri danced at jatras. Many men slept with her and abused her badly. When she was 
12, a man came to her family and offered to give Gauri a job in a house in Delhi. He also promised to 
help with her deformed hand. The family sent her. She didn‟t go to work in a house. Instead, she was 
sold to a brothel in the biggest red light area in Delhi. Hundreds of men came and went. Many burned 
her with cigarette butts. She tried to kill herself many times. Once she jumped off the 3rd floor of the 
brothel but survived. The brothel owner locked her in a room. Clients kept coming. She was not 
allowed to leave the room for months.  

After a year and a half in Delhi, she managed to escape. She went to the railway station but didn‟t 
know which train to take and didn‟t have any money. She ended up taking the train that was on the 
platform. For a while she travelled in random directions by train, bus and foot. On the way, many men 
abused her. Once, left without water, she was forced to sleep with a man just so he could give her 
water.  

Somehow she made it all the way to Bangladesh. Social workers found her and placed her in a 
hostel. She couldn‟t shake off all the horror. She kept dreaming of everything that happened. Her 
health deteriorated. After 6 months in the hostel, she went to the police station and with their help 
managed to return back to India where again she was placed in a Hyderabad hostel. Everybody kept 
asking her where her family was, but she wouldn‟t tell. She never left her room. Her condition was 
getting worse. After another 6 months, she finally agreed to be sent back to her family.  

Her mother was shocked when she saw her. The burns, the scars all over her body, her thighs, her 
vagina. “What happened to you?”, she asked. Gauri replied, “Everything that happened – all these 
burns and wounds – are better than what you did to me. You sold me into prostitution.” 

The family still didn‟t take good care of her. They didn‟t give her good food. After a while, she ran 
away and found a job as a maid with a family in Tirupati. The people there treated her kindly. Good 
food and care slowly brought her back to life. Her health improved. The scars started healing. Upper 
caste men began teasing her again. “You are Mathamma. You have to sleep with us.” Her family also 
tried to get her back but she refused to ever go back to her house.  

Some time passed and Gauri started living with a man. Before they started living together she told him 
her whole life story. He promised he would love her and protect her. But that changed. He started 
beating her. “You are a prostitute. You‟ve been with all these men.” Eventually, she left him. Gauri 
had two children from him – a girl who passed a few years back and a boy, now 13, who used to go to 
school, but doesn‟t anymore. He works as an auto mechanic. He‟ll go back to school later, she said. 

Now, Gauri lives with a second “husband”. He doesn‟t treat her kindly either.  
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She still dances at jatras. She likes dancing but now dances for herself. If anyone tries to touch her, 
she‟d “slap him”, she asserted. The last time she danced was 3 months ago. After that she took the 
anklet bells she wears when dancing apart so she is not tempted to put them on again.  

 

 

 

Portrait 2: Sampourna, 28, Andhra Pradesh 

Sampourna grew up with her 2 sisters. She is the youngest. She was only 6 months old when her 
father died. The oldest sister had small pox when she was 2. The family left her at the temple for 2 
days asking Mathamma to cure her. In return they promised to dedicate the little girl. When she was 
8, they wed her to the goddess. She didn‟t conceive by 9-10, so the family dedicated Sampourna as 
well. This was one of the reasons, the other was small pox. The middle sister was never dedicated – 
she had no health problems.  

Sampourna remembers the “wedding”. It was a big event in the village. Everyone came. She wore a 
yellow sari adorned with flowers and pan leaves. A goat was sacrificed. Senior Mathammas taught 
her how to dance. From age 9 to 12 she danced, men pulling her sari, touching her, sleeping with her. 
When she was 12, her mama (maternal uncle) took both her and her sister. “Don‟t go dance at jatras 
anymore. Dance at home, for me. I‟ll give you money.”  

A few years passed and the uncle started drinking and gambling. He needed money and started 
sending his two nieces to dance again. Soon after he began pimping them to clients for 500-600 
rupees a night. He took all the money and beat the girls up. They were trapped in this situation and 
couldn‟t leave.  

The mama impregnated Sampourna. Her older sister never got pregnant. Sampourna gave birth to a 
baby boy, now 8.  

Every night as she was going to see clients, she thought of killing herself. But then, each time she 
remembered her son and stopped.  

3 years ago, the uncle found a new woman and abandoned the two Mathammas. They are now back 
living with their mother. Sometimes he still comes, orders them to dance and sends them to clients. 
Now at least they get to keep half of what they make. 

Sampourna has been yearning to stop “this”. She now stitches clothes and makes about 1000 rupees 
a month. She‟s reduced the nights she goes out to earn. But “I am a Mathamma – none can change 
that”.  

 

 

 

Portrait 3: Hakko, 19, Madhya Pradesh 

My name is Hakko and my mother‟s name is Kali. I was born in Sukha. Whatever my mother is doing, 
I am doing the same thing. No one helped my mother. My father only used my mother and did nothing 
for us. I started this profession at 13 and sir dhakai

31
 happened when I was 15. 

I am the elder one. After that I have a younger sister; she is in the same profession. I have three 
younger brothers and a younger sister too. My mother is not going for dance now. We both sisters are 
going for dance and getting money because of this profession. With that money our family is surviving 
and younger brothers are going to school. We don‟t have any farming. I live with my two uncles, 
uncle‟s wife, uncle‟s four children, my grandfather, and brothers. We never count my father in my 
family.  

The whole family depends on us. My sister is only going for dance, sir dhakai of my sister has not 
happened yet. My bothers are too young to work. My uncles are in the alcohol work. They sell 
alcohols.  
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I completed 7
th
 grade. After that I stopped. I have to take care of my mother, sisters and brothers and 

mother is not able to dance anymore so I started dancing. I started going with men at the age of 13 
only for 100 rupees. When I understood this profession then I said to my mother that you please don‟t 
go; you earned money now we will earn.  

To find clients we put a stamp in the paper. We write that we are ready for dance, the name of the 
village, caste, name of the person and where we are going for dance. Everything. No one is allowed 
to come with us. We go alone for dance (no mother and father with us), the whole night we spend 
there and morning we come back. We dance from evening to morning – from 8 pm to 6 am 
continuously. No rest. Sometimes, we dance 12 hours continuously. When we get there, we sit and 
change our dress; the people come and tease us. Someone says “I will give you 10 or 20 rupees. 
Come with me”. Someone holds your hand from this side, someone is holding from that side. They 
abuse us. We have to face all the problems. But a girl alone what can she do? Many things happen at 
that time. Someone is saying, “Come with me and sleep with me. How much money you want? Come 
and enjoy.” 17 people say 17 types of things. We always dance for the upper caste not for the lower 
caste.  

Before I used to want to get married but after sir dhakai none can marry. I don‟t want to have children. 
If we have children then they all are children without a father. People abuse them. We are not able to 
marry with one guy. No one loves us, everyone enjoys only.  

 

 

 

Portrait 4: Yamuna, 40, Karnataka 

When I was 7 years old, at that time, my hair started dreading. Because of that, my parents tied the 
munghal sutra

32
 and they told that Devi

33
 wants you to become Devadasi. That‟s why you cannot 

marry in your life. Whenever I saw families with husband and wife, kids, I used to think if I weren‟t a 
Devadasi, I could also marry and also have kids, but it‟s not possible for us. I used to be afraid of the 
people, of society, and the people in our families. Of all the men that came and went. But in all these 
situations, I made myself strong and I started to perform puja of Devi every Tuesday and Friday.  

In 1991, Devadasi Punarvasati Jojana
34

  came into existence and they started to reform the Devadasi 
system. They started to give all this knowledge – how the hair becomes matted - it‟s a kind of illness. 
In the year 1993, we formed self-help groups, which was very helpful for us. In fairs and exhibitions 
these people started to give knowledge about all these things by playing skits. After learning about 
this, we cut our hair by ourselves. In Belgaum district, I am the first lady who cut her hair. After looking 
at me, many people cut their hair. And my photo came out in the newspaper and these people [the 
people from the MASS Foundation] gave out pamphlets in which they published my photo saying that 
this Devadasi had cut her hair and they made a big advertisement. This matter impressed many of the 
Devadasi girls. Then everybody cut their hair. Nobody is orthodox now. Breaking the bangles, tying 
the mungal sutras, growing the hair – these are all gone now.  

If you look at my life, after cutting my hair I committed registered marriage with a person. But I don‟t 
have any children. In future also if I don‟t give birth to a child, then I‟ll tell my husband to marry 
another lady and I‟ll take care of my brother‟s kids. It‟s very sad thing but what to do… there is a lot of 
pain in my heart but I always keep smiling. From my husband also I have got many pains. But my 
brothers‟ families are also not so good. They are very much in trouble so I have to take care of them 
also.  

The Devadasi system was so bad. There was lots of pain. But now that we joined this institution 
[MASS] we are living happily. Earlier if I would say that I would leave this Devadasi system, they 
would have killed me. They never allowed us to quit this job. They used to say, I‟ll kill you if you do like 
that. But now we have got courage. 
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ENTRY INTO RITUAL PROSTITUTION 

To understand the possibilities of exit from ritual prostitution and the actors‟ perceptions about them, it 

is imperative first to explore the reasons and conditions of entry and the lives of girls and women 

engaged in it. The following chapters will deal with those aspects, outlining the specificities of 

traditional practices in India forcing girls into the sex trade. In addition to conditions typical in the 

analysis of commercial sex workers, there are a number of unique elements, which guide the lives of 

ritual prostitutes and complicate opportunities of choice and agency. These factors will be the focus of 

my analysis.  

Ritual prostitution unfolds in a family setting. The parents or members of the extended family take the 

decision to dedicate a girl to a goddess (in the cases of Devadasis, Mathammas and Joginis) or to the 

“tradition” (for the Bedni). It must be noted here and will be further elaborated below that the initial 

dedication is not always or necessarily performed with the intention of engaging a daughter in 

prostitution. However, in the vast majority of the cases, it leads to entry in sex work. Following the 

initial dedication, which can also be understood as a promise to the deity or the community, a second 

ritual is performed to fulfil the promise. Around the time a girl matures, she undergoes a ceremony 

very much akin to a wedding, during which she is formally wed to the goddess, an object, or a proxy 

husband
35

. After the union with the immortal being or the ingression into the tradition has thus been 

solidified, the girl is no longer allowed to marry any mortal man. Actual entry into prostitution happens 

directly after the “wedding” or a few years later, with slight variations between different communities. 

See also Agrawal 2008; Kersenboon 1987; Orchard 2004, 2007 and 2007b; Srinivasan 1984.  

Dedication 

Dedication happens almost exclusively during childhood and predetermines the rest of the life of the 

girl child. Understanding the reasons for dedication, the ages when it happens, and the girls‟ and 

families‟ perceptions of it is key to analysing any option of exit. Importantly, a girl‟s opinion is never 

consulted. The impossibility of choice places the debate as very relevant to the study of child rights. It 

is an outright negation of the right to participate (CRC, Article 12), but also deprives the child from a 

plethora of other rights (see Introduction and fn2). Once dedicated, a girl acquires communal and 

divine sanction to engage in prostitution, and loses the right to choose to lead a “proper” life, fall in 

love, marry, create a family, and others.  

Age at dedication 

Ages at dedication vary between the different states and practices. The youngest devotee in 

Karnataka was dedicated when she was 1, though the majority of the respondents were promised to 

the goddess between the ages of 8 and 12. The first introduction to the practice in Andhra Pradesh 

tends to happen earlier on average – at birth and when 3 days old in two of the cases studied, and 

between the ages of 1 and 3 for the rest. When talking about prostitution in the name of god, 

dedication is an important and solemn event, usually involving a visit or visits to the temple and the 

performing of puja. For the Bedia, there is no religious sanction sought and often the event is not 

                                                 
35 Usually a village elder who has a family on his own and though might have the right to the first night with the “bride”, has no 
further rights over her.  
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celebrated much. It remains much more a private family decision, which can be taken at birth or, more 

frequently, when a girl is between 7 and 10 years old.  

As dedication often happens at a tender age, many of the girls remain unaware of it until they reach 

puberty and are pushed into prostitution. Mala, now 21, recalled that after her father died of heart 

attack, her mother told her: “We dedicated you to be a Devadasi when you were a one year old child. 

You have to take care of us now”. Mala had never heard about the dedication before and at the 

beginning had a hard time grasping its meaning. While her father was still alive, he was very intent on 

educating his daughter and keeping her away from the practice. Once he expired, there was none left 

on the road to fulfil the promise made to goddess Yellamma, and, importantly, none else to support 

the family. Even in cases, where dedication happened at an age when the child could remember it, its 

meaning or implications were seldom revealed to her. In fact, I met a 12 year old who had recently 

been dedicated to the goddess. To the question what she wants to do when she grows up, she 

responded she wanted to find a good man and get married. The “wedding” had not taken place yet 

and the young Mathamma was not yet aware that due to her newly acquired status of a devotee to 

the deity she would not be allowed to marry. This case is indicative of the forced ignorance of girls 

upon becoming child brides of the goddess. 

Age at „wedding‟  

The second ceremony, or the “wedding” to the goddess or the practice, completes the promise made 

at dedication. After that, the girl is not allowed to marry, though there is no prohibition on her having 

children. As dancing is a fundamental part of ritual prostitution, whether at religious festival for the 

Devadasis, Mathammas and Joginis, or at civil celebrations for the Bedni, the girl starts dancing either 

shortly before the “wedding” or right after it. In the majority of the cases, the “wedding” also coincides 

with the actual entry into prostitution as the virginity of the young girl is normally auctioned off to the 

highest bidder.  

Similar to the ages at dedication, the ages during which the “wedding” happens vary between the 

different states and the particular traditions. In my sample, the median age of entry into prostitution in 

Karnataka was 13 years of age, 10 in Andhra and 14 in Madhya Pradesh. While the ceremony is 

usually performed when or shortly after the girl attains maturity, at least 5 of the women interviewed 

were forced into entering prostitution while still prepubescent. In a comparative study of Devadasis 

and other sex workers, Blanchard et al. (2005) made a similar observation reporting that the “mean 

age at initiation of sex work was much lower among Devadasi FSWs
36

 than among non-Devadasi 

FSWs, with 40.3% of Devadasi FSWs having initiated sex work at <15 years of age” (S142). The 

comparatively older age of entry among the Bedia can be accounted to the fact that “Bedia women 

also believe that the longer they are allowed to remain sexually inactive after reaching puberty, the 

more their body is likely to physically blossom.” (Agrawal 2008: 47). In all cases, however, the girls 

enter prostitution while still children, both by the definition of a child by the CRC (CRC, Article 1) and 

by national law (2006 Juvenile Justice Act).  
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Memories of the “wedding” ceremony are either non-existent, or generally happy. Bharati, a Devadasi 

from Kankanwadi whose grandmother, mother and sister were also dedicated to the practice, shared: 

“I was happy at that time. I didn‟t understand. It is a happy memory for me. Everybody was giving 

gifts.”  Most of the girls did not grasp the meaning of the ceremony, but their ignorance was often 

dispelled that same night, when they were forced to have sex with their first client. Many fought and 

tried to escape. Orchard (2007b) also recorded an overwhelming number of responses of girls “not 

being aware of their fate and of not being informed what to expect during their „first client ceremony” 

(10). The lack of preparation added to the intensity of this already traumatic event.  

Rituals 

Most of the Devadasis I met were married to the goddess at the Yellamma Temple close to Saundatti. 

The girls were adorned with flowers and a temple priest performed the muti bhanda ceremony – tying 

the munghal sutra. They were given new bangles, symbol of womanhood, toe rings, symbol of 

marriage, and a begging bowl, with which they were expected to collect alms in the name of the 

goddess for 5 weeks. As explained in the discussion on invisibility, due to government bans, the 

wedding ceremony is no longer a big public celebration in Karnataka. Nowadays, it happens in 

secrecy and it is difficult to obtain information about the particulars of the ritual or the parties involved.  

The Mathammas of Andhra remembered the event as a big celebration in the village, “like a wedding”, 

many added. The girls were taken to a temple wearing a yellow cloth around their chest and pan 

leaves around their waist, or, in some cases, wearing only leaves. Senior Mathammas tied the 

wedding necklace, called gavala ghanda here. In some cases a goat was sacrificed. Padma recalled 

that as part of the ritual, her tongue was burnt three times with a trishul37. “I had to take oath that I will 

never marry a mortal man. The upper caste men asked, „Promise me that whenever I call you – day 

or night – you will come to me.‟ I was too young to understand. My mother urged me to say „yes‟” 

(shared Sukania, a Mathamma who has been dancing for 40 years). During or after the “wedding”, 

older Mathammas taught the girls how to dance and soon the new devotees started doing their own 

dance at jatras. The ritual is still performed in many villages in Andhra.  

For the Bedni, dance is a key defining feature of the beginning of the practice and life thereafter. 

Activist Champa Ben calls the Rai Dance an “entry ticket into prostitution”. The girls start dancing with 

older Bedni when they are around 12 or 13 years old. During this stage no one is allowed to touch 

them. However, men observe the new Bedni and start negotiating prices for the virginity of the 

dancer. Once a price has been agreed upon, the official entry of the girl into the practice is celebrated 

and the sir dhakai ritual is performed. After sir dhakai, the girl starts doing her “own dance”, as 

referred by my respondents – a euphemism for dancing and engaging in prostitution.  

Reasons 

The types of reasons for dedication can be classified roughly in three main categories – hereditary 

occupation, poverty or sudden financial crisis, and health problems. Not every case falls exclusively in 

one category and a combination of factors makes some families especially prone to dedicate their 

                                                 
37 Three-headed weapon, symbol of Lord Shiva.  
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daughters. A small number of cases do not pertain to these general distinctions and will be discussed 

briefly at the end of this section. The spread among the major categories differs notably between 

states and particular practices, and should be taken into consideration when designing intervention 

and rehabilitation programs for each particular group.  

State/ Perceived 
Reason 

Hereditary 
Factor/ 
Tradition 

Poverty/ Sudden 
Financial Crisis 

Health 
Concerns  

Other  Unknown* 

Karnataka 3 4 7 1 1 

Andhra Pradesh   22 2 4 

Madhya Pradesh 15 2 (7**)    

* Some of my respondents did not know the reason behind their dedication. 

** Poverty as a joint cause along with tradition.  

Hereditary Factor 

In Karnataka, 3 informants pointed out mother or father‟s sister being a Devadasi as the reason for 

dedication, though a total of 7 had a family history of the practice. In one of these three cases, the 

hereditary factor was considered only secondary to an imminent crisis caused by an elder bother‟s 

illness and a father‟s surgery. The dedication of Saraswati, for example, was meant to produce a two-

fold effect – appease the goddess to bring mercy to the sick ones, and secure future income in case 

the men in the family could no longer provide.  

Surprisingly, despite the fact that in 17 out of 28 case studies in Andhra Pradesh there was a family 

history of engaging in ritual prostitution, not one respondent pointed family history as the reason for 

their own dedication. This does not mean that in Andhra family history is immaterial to the making of a 

Mathamma or a Jogini, but nevertheless is an interesting finding and suggestive of how women justify 

their involvement with prostitution. Previous family involvement in the practice could certainly have 

facilitated the decision for new dedications, but it was never mentioned. It can be argued that mothers 

who were part of the practice, dedicated their daughters not necessarily to pass on the tradition and 

be provided for, but because they felt compelled to do so by the belief that only divine intervention 

could cure an existing health condition, as shall be seen below. Alternatively, accounting dedication 

on a medical problem can be a mere excuse given to the child in order not to reveal an ulterior motive 

– either passing on the tradition and/or securing future income.  

Conversely, in all but 2 cases in Madhya Pradesh, the hereditary factor was pointed out as the major 

cause for the making of a Bedni. One of the 15 cases in this category did not have a family history of 

prostitution, but can be seen as closely related to this group: Shanti‟s mother, a non-Bedni, who had 

just tragically lost her Bedni daughter,38 justified dedication by saying, “Everyone was dancing so I 

also started sending her”. Here, family history and tradition are closely related as almost every family 

in the community is or was at some point involved with the trade. Accounting for such overwhelming 
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 When I arrived in Sukha, Shanti had just passed away. All women were distraught and enraged over her death as she had 

been taken to the forest after dancing and raped by 25 men. She later died in the hospital from skin poisoning – there were 
human bite marks on every single part of her body.  
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majority of dedications, family history and the priority on continuation of the tradition is also a very 

important factor when discussing perceived obstacles to exit.  

Poverty 

While poverty is often pointed out as a root cause of prostitution, it is also certainly true that not all 

poor people prostitute their daughters. Feeny and Boyden (2004) concur that though “poverty is firmly 

established in the literature as a key causal factor in pushing children (or inciting their parents/ care 

givers into pushing children) into sexually exploitative roles, […] this argument is in many cases over-

stated and unconvincing” (48). In my research setting of primarily rural southern India, poverty is a 

constant of daily life. Income generating possibilities are severely limited, as are prospects to leave 

the cycle of basic deficiencies. Though concerns over material well-being were almost always voiced 

by my research subjects, a comparatively small section of my sample pointed poverty as the original 

reason for dedication into ritual prostitution. It must be remembered that the presented findings reflect 

the perceptions of girls and women in ritual prostitution about their realities. Thus the fact that poverty 

is not perceived as a primary reason for dedication does not mean it is not among the major causes.  

Only 4 respondents in Karnataka cited poverty as the explicit motivation behind dedication. Two of 

them mentioned shocks which deepen poverty, such as illness or death of a major income earner of 

the family, as the main reason. This indicates that sudden shocks cause deprivations which cannot be 

dealt with by using usual coping strategies and require drastic measures, such as sending one‟s girl 

into prostitution.  Surprisingly, none of my Andhra interviewees listed poverty as a reason for 

dedication, though many pointed it out as a reason to stay in prostitution, as shall be seen later.  In 

Madhya Pradesh, 2 women were dedicated to be Bedni as an exclusive means to combat economic 

crisis. One of them, the youngest in the family, had three older sisters, the dowry expenses of whose 

weddings depleted the family‟s resources. Left with no alternative source to generate income, the 

parents inducted their youngest daughter to the practice. Concerns over economic survival were often 

mentioned by the other Bedni, but usually as a joint cause – because of the tradition and because of 

poverty. It must be noted that some explicitly mentioned a difference between those two: “The reason 

is not the poverty. It‟s because of the tradition so people do it because of this tradition” (Lalita, an ex-

Bedni who managed to renounce the tradition and get a court marriage with a Bedia man).  

Perhaps seemingly counterintuitive, poverty was not perceived as a major push factor into ritual 

prostitution by the majority of my sample. Poverty in the form of sudden financial crisis caused by an 

illness or death in the family or dowry expenses more commonly serves as a catalyst to dedication. In 

general, combined with other factors, such as family make up (lack of male heirs) and/or tradition 

(societal or familial history of involvement), poverty is more likely to prompt a family to dedicate their 

daughter into the practice.      

Health Problems  

The last major category to discuss is health problems and concerns. To understand its relevance, one 

must bear in mind the mythology behind the goddesses Yellamma and Mathamma, and the levels of 

devotion and faith in them among the Dalits (see Chapter IV). Both deities preside over skin disease 

and thus skin related problems are perceived as an indication that the goddess is claiming a girl, who 
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would not recover unless being dedicated. In addition, matting hair is considered as clear sign from 

Yellamma that a girl should be made her servant. If a girl has any kind of disability, which might 

render her unmarriable, she also is likely to be dedicated (see Brandford 1983: 316).  

A health problem amounted to nearly half of the dedications in Karnataka. In 3 of the cases, dreaded 

hair was the reason for the making of a Devadasi. A 10-year-old girl was promised to Yellamma 

because she was mute. The family claimed that they have not and would not send her into prostitution 

because of the government ban, I cannot be certain that this claim was truthful. Being mute, she 

would have been highly unlike to find a husband and even if she did, the family would have to incur 

lofty costs paying for her dowry to compensate for her disability. Born and raised in a poor family, she 

was instead wed to the deity and would potentially bring in income through prostitution. Here again, 

though not explicitly stated, poverty combined with other factors increases the likelihood for 

dedication.  

In Andhra Pradesh, all but 6 of my informants pointed out a health problem as the reason behind 

dedication. The majority of the women had chicken pox or small pox, some typhoid, polio, paralysis, 

or did not open their eyes when born. Gauri was burnt by an oil when three days old and dedicated to 

Mathamma because she survived (see Portrait 1). A similar scenario was recounted to me many a 

time. Whether paralysed or suffering from chicken pox, the girls were taken to a temple and left there 

for days. Many also expressed a deep belief that their recovery was divine work and that after being 

dedicated their health improved drastically. Exercising agency by renouncing the relationship with the 

goddess and breaking out of the tradition was often considered impossible out of fear that the plight of 

sickness or misfortune would inevitably befall them.     

Conversely, ill health and deformities are more of a deterrent to entry into Bedni-hood. There “if 

someone is beautiful, then she is sent to dance. And the Bedni are supporting the whole family. The 

girls who are beautiful can get more money, so the family sends them. The sisters who are darker… 

or not that pretty, the family marries them off”
39

. Not surprisingly, health problems did not figure as a 

reason for dedication among the Bedni. A much more deliberate effort to secure future income 

through prostitution can be discerned among this community, which carefully chooses those who are 

more likely to earn. This sentiment entirely lacks in the other samples, where the healthy and strong 

are the ones to marry. 

Other reasons 

Reasons for dedication, which fall outside the major categories, were a lack of male heirs or not 

having children and making a pledge to Mathamma that if she grants them a girl child, they would give 

her to the goddess. An interesting case was revealed by a young woman in Karnataka – the family 

had only two daughters and was quite well off. After the father died, the mother did not want to split 

the family property when her girls got married and dedicated them both to be Devadasis in order to 

keep it. This case stands out drastically from the rest of my sample and is indicative of how different 

the reasons for dedication can be – from extreme poverty to considerable wealth.  

                                                 
39 Deepa, 30 year old Bedni in a family of 2 boys and 7 girls, 4 of who are made Bedni. 
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Importantly, as demonstrated, it is not always the family‟s intention to send their daughter into 

prostitution that motivates dedication to the practice. Even in cases with a hereditary factor, an explicit 

intention to send a daughter into prostitution was not necessarily present. Many women pointed out 

that during their youth there was more respect toward the devotees. They were heftily remunerated 

for dancing but not always or necessarily used for sexual enjoyment. Orchard‟s ethnography on 

Devadasis‟ coming of age supports this finding and challenges “the image of parents of young sex 

workers as greedy or heartless purveyors of their children‟s flesh that is so common in NGO 

discourse, popular media, and certain academic literature.” (Orchard 2007: 2387; see also Orchard 

2004). Understanding the perceived reasons for entry into prostitution then is vital to designing 

appropriate prevention problems, especially when the subjects‟ perceived reality differs significantly 

with outside conceptualizations of the same.  

Perceptions 

To illuminate on the question of agency, I inquired about the informants‟ views of the practice and 

their attitude toward their parents who signed them up for the tradition. An overwhelming majority of 

Devadasis, Mathammas and Jogini expressed “happiness” about being devotees to the goddess. 

They felt closely related to her, spent a great deal of time praying to her and performing puja, and 

mentioned that whatever they ask, the goddess gives them – food, saris, shelter. In that sense, the 

personal relationship to the deity is kept very pure. “I believe in Yellamma a lot. I think she is 

everything. If anything goes wrong, she takes care of me. If I don‟t pray to her enough, I feel very bad. 

It affects my health right away. I use 250 ml of oil every week for the lamp I burn for Yellamma. If I 

don‟t practice properly it affects my health.” (Basava, 35 year old Devadasi, who expressed no regrets 

about her situation and no desire to leave). Padma asserted, “She is my goddess. I am not angry at 

the goddess. I believe in her. I can‟t say anything bad about her… I am afraid if I do, she‟ll do 

something bad to me.”  

Rather than blaming the deity, it is perceived that men distort the practice to abuse her female 

devotees. “Mathamma didn‟t do that. It‟s upper caste men who started using the system to exploit and 

push women into prostitution” (Gauri, see Portrait 1). Many interviewees expressed the same view. 

They drew large distinctions between worship and abuse, and were careful not to denigrate the 

goddess. Only one woman of my entire sample said, “I hate the goddess! It is because of her that I 

am suffering so much.”  Though not as blatant, a few others expressed doubts or disagreement with 

the deity: “Why is the goddess Mathamma doing like this?” (Mangama, 27, mother of a  month old 

infant, currently living in the house of a keeper, whose wife passed and whose children constantly 

urge her to “go out and earn”); “I used to be angry at the goddess and everyone. I was very angry and 

cried a lot.” (Rekha, 32, a Mathamma who renounced the practice but is still occasionally forced by 

her uncle to entertain clients); “I don‟t like her. When I was a child I used to curse her. It‟s because of 

her that I‟ve suffered all my life. I like Durga. None dedicated any girls to her.  Durga is a good 

goddess. I pray to her. I don‟t like Yellamma. But what can I do… She is a goddess.” (Bharati, 25, 

dedicated for lack of male heirs to support her family and siblings). This emergent anger at the 

system, noted among the younger women in my sample, is an indication of changing mindsets and 
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thus initial stages of agency. Though the majority still does not dare to question or blame men or 

deities, it is important that some do. Blind belief in the tradition is slowly dispersing and instead of 

being voiceless objects in it, some women are beginning to set themselves apart and act more like 

agents. Renouncement and anger can be an expression of negative agency (Corrine Kratz 2000; 

Wardlow 2006). Not being able to act upon that anger is a sign that this agency is (still) dormant.    

The absence of a sacred element in the Bedni practice made for very different responses. There was 

no sense of pride or happiness about being part of the tradition. Many of the women expressed 

acceptance or resignation, some resentment and anger, but certainly nothing positive was perceived 

to come out of it. Preema, 40, was shocked by my question, “How could I feel about it? I feel bad. This 

is a redundant question.” Hakko echoed “I feel bad but what I can do, my soul wants but there is 

nothing I can do. It‟s the worst profession.” (see Portrait 3). Some women went beyond passive 

acceptance and identified reasons forcing them in the practice: “Our men just use us. They go to the 

temple, wear tickas
40

, but then they send us off to men to earn for them so they can drink.” (Deepa, 

29). Again, though nascent, verbalizing disagreement or frustration is an important step to taking 

action to change the status quo and thus indicative of the existence of dormant agency.      

The attitudes toward the parents split between blame and acceptance, though the majority of the 

women harboured no sour feelings toward their mothers (and fathers, if such were known or present) 

because of having been dedicated to the practice. Many of the women actually had a good 

relationship with their parents. “How can you be angry at your mother…? They are my parents. How 

can I be angry? They didn‟t know any better. Also at that time, there wasn‟t as much vulgarity. People 

had more respect for the Bedni.” (Kusum, one of two Bedni sisters, managed to save enough to marry 

her youngest sister instead of sending her into prostitution). This tolerance or ability to forgive the 

parents is an important aspect of ritual prostitution and highlights the importance of the family to the 

women practicing it.  

Generally, women who had left the practice (had exercised agency) or were trying to leave it (had at 

least first level of agency or dormant agency) tended to be more resentful toward their parents. 

Seeing her daughter covered with scars after working in brothels, Gauri‟s mother was terrified and 

asked her what happened to her. Gauri responded, “Everything that happened – all these burns and 

wounds – are better than what you did to me. You sold me into prostitution”. At the insistence of her 

father to return back home, she said, “I‟d rather live on the road than come back to your house. 

Because the road doesn‟t belong to you. I‟ll sleep under the sky because the sky doesn‟t belong to 

you. You are not the sky‟s father.” (see Portrait 1). Gauri decisively cut all connections with her family 

and stands out from the rest of the sample in that aspect. Her revolt against her parents is an 

indication of acting with agency which is no longer dormant.    

In sum, entry into ritual prostitution can happen at a different but nonetheless tender age and due to a 

variety of reasons. Key elements conditioning the introduction into the practice are family structure, 

dynamics and history, beliefs and devotion, societal sanction and levels of involvement with the 
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tradition. The conditions and perceptions of entry are particularly relevant because by default it is 

considered a “one way ticket” – a girl married to the goddess or introduced to the practice is not 

allowed to marry and virtually leave the tradition at any point. At stage entry, there is practically no 

opportunity for the exercise of agency on the part of the young girls. Structure expressed through 

family, tradition, poverty and ritual is overarching. Breaking out of the practice demands a reversal of 

all these factors and is therefore additionally complicated as will be discussed later.  
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THE LIFE OF A RITUAL PROSTITUTE 

During the day, I am untouchable. You won‟t drink water from the glass I give you. You won‟t eat 
the food I put on your plate. But at night you touch me. You have no problem having sex with me. 
(Gauri, see Portrait 1) 

Ritual prostitution is practiced primarily as a family enterprise. The family is a source, reason, home 

base, beneficiary and caretaker of the ritual prostitutes. This renders a lifestyle very different from that 

of most commercial sex workers, whose occupation defines daily life and activities. A Devadasi, 

Mathamma, Jogini or a Bedni juggles various roles at the same time – she is a bread winner, a 

mother, a housewife (without being a “wife”), a dancer, a devotee, and a prostitute (see also Orchard 

2004 and 2007). Her life is situated somewhere on the axis of the traditional and the non-traditional, 

between patriarchy and matriarchy, between decency and indecency. This chapter aims to elucidate 

on the distinguishing facets of life involved with ritual prostitution and the chances to exercise agency.  

Role within the family 

The early childhood of a ritual-prostitute-to-be does not differ much from that of any other child in rural 

India. Most interviewees remembered a relatively happy childhood, when they had friends, played and 

helped out at home. Those who had a negative memory of their early years spoke mainly of the 

poverty their families had to struggle with and the deprivations they faced since infancy. In all cases, 

however, childhood ended abruptly and suddenly with the introduction into prostitution. The child of 

yesterday had to become the bread-earner and often the supporter of the entire (extended) family 

overnight.   

Filial duty defines and guides the lives of women in ritual prostitution. “We have to support our 

families.” (Deepa, a 30-year-old Bedni). Obligation toward the parents is habitually unquestionable. 

Usually, the devotee gives the majority or all of her earnings to her family. Or, a family member just 

takes them, as was the case of Sampourna and Rehka, Mathamma sisters, whose mama
41

 took them 

to his house to “protect” them, but shortly after ended up sending them to dance and pimping them 

out to clients (see Portrait 2). The closeness of family relations complicates the position of ritual 

prostitutes additionally. The family can no longer be a “rescue” from abuse as it is frequently its focal 

point. However, as Orchard (2007) observes, even though “one might think that their [the Devadasi 

girls‟] appreciation of family would be low […] it rated the highest in discussions of the “best” things in 

their life” (2387). Filial duty is not externally enforced but encompassed in the girls‟ and women‟s lives.  

The subjects‟ role within the family is therefore especially complicated. They depend upon the will of 

elder family members, feel obliged to provide and support their households. Their position is one of 

dependency and agency simultaneously, though there are large limitations on the ability to act as an 

agent. We can to some extent speak of a reversed social structure where the female is the main 

source of income, yet the reversal is not complete, because fathers (if present), uncles and brothers 

still have the major decision making power in the family (see Agrawal 2008: 210-15). Thus, the 

potential for agency remains, for the most part, dormant. 
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In a few isolated cases, relations with the native family had been severed. Gauri, for example, cut off 

ties with her parents who had forced her into prostitution at the age of 8. She moved to a different 

town and is now leading an independent life with a temporary “husband” (see Portrait 1). Maya, a 

homeless Jogini¸ living on the temple grounds of the Yellamma temple in Hyderabad and surviving by 

begging and occasionally engaging in prostitution, claimed she had no family other than a daughter 

who worked as a commercial sex worker in a brothel and never saw her mother. A Bedni way past her 

prime, Radha lived at the mercy of fellow Bedni women – her family threw her out of the house once 

she was unable to dance and provide anymore. She had literally been treated as a commodity and 

discarded of the moment she became “useless”. Her case was not unique. Childless Bednis can have 

a sour retirement with no one to provide for or take care of them.  

Nevertheless, in the vast majority of the cases, ritual prostitutes remain in their native homes 

throughout their lifetime and perform their complex roles within the family.  

Position in society 

The position in society of women traditionally forced into prostitution is also contradictory. Rather than 

being placed on the outskirts of society, they are in a way an integral part of it (see Chapter III). 

Devadasis, Mathammas and Joginis have an almost demi-god status and are prayed to and 

worshipped at religious festivals. They are invited to weddings as their presence is considered 

particularly auspicious – wed to the goddess they are considered eternally free from widowhood and a 

good omen for a new union. They are also often requested to dance at funerals and accompany the 

dead body to the burial grounds. People believe in their divine powers and usually older devotees are 

consulted on family or health problems. At the same time, these beliefs do not preclude using the 

women as prostitutes. Still, this complicated position distinguishes ritual prostitutes from non-

religiously sanctioned commercial sex workers and makes them less stigmatised and more integrated 

in the “mainstream” society.  

Having no divine connection, the Bednis face a different situation. Indeed, despite the fact that dance 

and prostitution are perceived as a traditional occupation, the Bedia draw sharp distinctions between 

their married and unmarried (Bedni) women. “If she dances, she dances. She takes care of the family. 

Any exploitation, any abuse happens to her. Only to her. The girl who is married, none can do 

anything to her. None can even look at her. If anyone looks at her badly or they abuse a girl or a 

woman who is married, the people would kill that man.” (Kusum, 35, during a discussion whether she 

as a Bedni had difficulty marrying off her daughter). For a detailed discussion on this phenomenon, 

refer to Agrawal 2008.  

In contrast to other ritual prostitutes, the Bedni dancer does not enjoy a status of much respect. In my 

research locations, which were entirely or primarily Bedia settlements, everyone knew who was a 

Bedni and who was not and treated them accordingly. Bedia men are not allowed to approach non-kin 

Bedni women but there is no stigma against prostituting one‟s sister or daughter. The lack of respect 

and protection is demonstrated also by the treatment Bednis receive at police stations were they to 

file a complaint: “If you try to go and file a report with the police, first the police will demand money. 
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They‟ll say give me 10 000 rupees. So the women don‟t report it. If you do, the police ask, „Why did 

you do dancing in the first place? That‟s your job. You are a Bedni‟” (Deepa, 30).  

Customers, lovers, husbands 

The door of the Devadasi is always open. (a Kannada proverb) 

The customers of ritual prostitutes are exclusively higher caste men. Society does not sanction the 

use of its women by same or lower caste men. As much as this is the accepted status quo, it also 

causes indignation. “Why don‟t you send your own daughters to be prostitutes?”, asked Gauri 

referring to higher caste men. Clients can be very young or very old, or any age in between, married, 

unmarried, widowed, divorced. A social worker from Andhra Pradesh commented on the negative 

impact to social structure brought by the fact that sometimes three generations of men in a family can 

visit the same woman – a son, a father and a grandfather.  

Procurement of customers is usually done by a family member and rarely by the women themselves. 

In some occasions, a younger sister not yet involved in the practice might recruit clients for her elder 

sister (see Agrawal 2008: 46, 77).  Due to government bans, the Devadasis of Karnataka seldom go 

out to dance and resort more to the above-mentioned means. The Mathammas and Joginis of Andhra 

and the Bednis of Madhya Pradesh get the vast majority of their customers through dancing. Pay can 

be as low as 100 rupees ($2) per customer or as high as 1,500-2,000 rupees for a whole night of 

dancing, though the majority earn closer to the lower bracket. The possibility of agency when it comes 

to choice of customers is very limited and the right to say “no” almost nonexistent. “If the man is giving 

money then he will definitely enjoy”, said 19-year-old Hakko, who together with her sister supports her 

entire family (see Portrait 3).  

Twelve of my interviewees reported having experienced rape or group rape while going to dance or 

running daily errands
42

. It is likely that many others had similar experiences but chose not to share 

them with a stranger. This was not part of my questionnaire and those who opted to disclose such 

information did so of their own volition. The significant percentage (16%) of reported rape is a glaring 

example of the abuse ritual prostitutes are forced to endure and illustrates a situation when they are 

often entirely stripped off of agency.   

There are also different types of customers – some who come once and others, who visit the women 

on a regular basis, form long-term relationships and support them (and many situations which fall 

somewhere between those two scenarios). Relations closer to the latter category are particularly 

interesting as to an extent they serve to restore “normality” – to have a semblance of a conventional 

family within the constraints and rules dictated by the practice. Though not fully developed or 

exercised, choosing to live with a legitimate
43

 or illegitimate husband rather than entertain numerous 

clients can be understood as a sign of agency, as it challenges prescribed norms.   

Some women had or used to at some point have a long-term lover who provided for them and in 

some cases gave his name to their children. Others actively sought such person. Yet others, usually 
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A 17 year old Mathamma was accosted on her way to school and raped by 5 classmates, who initially demanded her services 
because she was a devotee to the goddess.  
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 A small number of women have managed to get a registered marriage with a partner. 
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younger women, expressed a preference to work and earn as much as possible while they were 

young rather than “settle” down with a man. In my sample, 7 of the women in Karnataka had or had 

had a long-term relationship, as well as 14 of the women in Andhra Pradesh and only 3 in Madhya 

Pradesh. In the first two states, many of them were either attempting to abandon prostitution or had 

succeeded in doing so. The comparatively low numbers among the Bedni express their inability or 

unwillingness to form a lasting relationship and can be attributed to a variety of factors – the scale of 

engagement in the practice
44

, the pronounced societal taboo against relationships with same-caste 

men and the family pressure to provide.  

Many of the women referred to their long-term lovers as “husbands”, though only 4 out of the entire 

sample had an official registered court marriage. The dynamics of having a “husband” could be very 

interesting. Usually the “husband” had a family on his own and could be living with both “wives” 

simultaneously, sharing time and resources between the two households. Padma‟s “husband” had 

been living part-time with her for 19 years, while his official wife lived two houses away and regularly 

visited and spent time with the “keeper” helping her cook and take care of her house. “I don‟t love 

him”, Padma said, “but he provides me with some security. If it‟s not for him, upper caste men come 

and use…” Susilama‟s “husband” proudly talked about his women. He earned 1,100 rupees a month, 

gave each 500 and kept 100 for himself. He had a set schedule – 2 days in each house. He 

expressed contentment with the situation, but interviewing his Mathamma lover revealed that their 

cohabitation was not as perfect as he had described it. Susilama shared that he often beats her and 

her children from other men, and that she had tried to commit suicide many times. Kalyani‟s 

“husband” lived with her for years. She had a baby daughter with him. But then she helped him get 

married so he can have a “real wife”, because as a devotee of the goddess she was not allowed to 

formally marry him. His real wife passed away a few years ago. Now Kalyani is taking care of her 

children as well, while he drinks and beats the entire family. These three cases illustrate the complex 

dynamics between ritual prostitutes and their long-term lovers/ “husbands”. They also pose the 

question whether we can still consider a woman who has a semi-permanent relationship with a man, 

whether solemnized by law or not, as a “prostitute”.  Further, by living with a “husband”, women have 

exercised a choice, even if a limited and imperfect choice, and thus acted as (dormant) agents within 

and despite the constraints dictated by the tradition.  

It must be noted, however, that having a long-term partner or a “husband” does not necessarily 

preclude engagement in prostitution. On the contrary, sometimes it can stimulate it. It can be the 

“husband” who sends his “wife” to dance and/ or prostitute herself and then uses the money earned, 

usually on alcohol or gambling. In my sample, at least 5 women who were living with a partner 

continued dancing and/or engaging in sex work. Three of them were specifically and forcibly sent by 

their “husband” to entertain clients. “My second husband is my mama
45

. He also treats me badly. He 

sends me to dance and sleep with other men. Every day is horrible.” (Sukania, 47). The other women 

                                                 
44

 The vast majority of the communities they reside in were involved in prostitution: 50% of the households in Patharia and 

more than 75% in Sukha. 
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 In Andhra Pradesh, nearly half of the “husbands” were either mama (maternal uncle) or a cousin. I did not observe a similar 
trend among the samples of my other research locations.  
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resorted to prostitution at times of financial crisis, often secretly from their “husband” and risking to 

face his anger and beatings were he to find out.  

Dance and dhanda 

In the majority of the cases, dance, be it devotional or for a civil celebration, goes hand in hand with 

dhanda
46

. “Going out to dance” was used as a euphemism for dancing and engaging in sex work. The 

young devotees are usually taught how to dance by the older women in the practice and start doing 

their “own dance” after the wedding-like ceremony has been performed.  

In Karnataka, many of the invisible Devadasis claimed that they were only dancing and not doing 

dhanda. Some, who did admit to engaging in prostitution, shared that it has become very difficult to 

follow the tradition and they dance less and less often. However, most of the Mathammas and Joginis 

I met still dance at jatras. Though some enjoy the act of dancing, all described it as a “painful” 

experience. “Men touch us. Pull our saris. Sometimes they force the girls to have sex. Sometimes, 

they take the girls‟ saris and burn them. Then the Mathammas have to walk home naked. Many killed 

themselves because of that.” (told Prasanta, a 30 year old Mathamma who still goes out to dance in 

times of financial crisis despite the fact that she has been living with her “husband” for the past 15 

years).  

Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh bans of the practice have outlawed dancing as a means to curtail 

prostitution. This measure was seen as unfair by many of the respondents: “Back in the days, we 

went to dance at the jatras, people gave us money, food, clothes… Now, the government has banned 

our dance and we cannot get all those things. I am very angry with the government for doing this. I 

can‟t go to jatra anymore.” (Padma). Depending on how strong or weak local law enforcement is, 

dancing continues in certain locations. Even in Andhra‟s capital, Hyderabad, I met two Joginis who 

often get invited to perform their traditional dance. It follows that without proper enforcement and 

provision of alternative income generating options, the bans have not been effective and have actually 

deprived women from access to income and commodities.  

In Madhya Pradesh, where the Rai dance of the Bedni is not only not banned, but also protected by 

the government as a traditional cultural form, every single informant recounted stories of dancing 

inexorably tied with abuse. The girls and women usually get picked up by their customers by 

motorcycle, jeep or truck and taken to the location where the event (wedding, birthday, etc) would be 

taking place. Often sexual harassment starts on the way. While dancing, men “do whatever they want. 

They abuse us; we have to face all the problems. But a girl alone what can she do??” (19-year-old 

Hakko, see Portrait 3). Often a girl dances in front of 100 men or more. I asked the women if it was 

possible to do dhanda without going out to dance. They said it was not. In Adrawal‟s ethnographic 

study of the Bedia, she interestingly does not discuss the Rai dance as a defining feature of the 

practice (Agrawal 2008). This may account for regional differences as the majority of her research 

was carried out in the state of Utter Pradesh. In my sample, doing dhanda alone was considered 
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“impossible”. Usually, the reverse also holds true – dancing without engaging in prostitution is a not 

viable option: “If you don‟t want to do the dhanda after… you have to. There is no choice.” (Pinki, 18). 

Children 

Engaging in ritual prostitution does not mean deprivation of motherhood. In fact, being a mother is 

considered quite natural and important (see Orchard 2004 and 2007). Remaining part of one‟s native 

home helps with the raising of children, especially when a father is usually not present and often 

unknown. Understanding the dynamics between mothers and children, and girl children in particular, 

is important for the analysis of continuity of the practice.  

In general, women in my sample had fewer children than the families they come from. In Karnataka, 

with the exception of Saberi, who had 6 children, the rest of the women had on average 1 child (or at 

least 1 surviving child after the rest had passed). In Andhra, the average number of children was 2, 

and 2.5 in Madhya Pradesh. Having fewer children was definitely a function of choice. Some women 

resorted to contraception not only as means of protection against sexually transmitted diseases but 

also because they wanted to concentrate their resources on educating a smaller offspring instead of 

sending their children in prostitution. Many incur the expense to send their children to private schools, 

because in government schools “everybody makes fun of them for being Bedni children. Taunts them. 

The teachers also behave badly” (Preema, a Bedni mother of 3, whose son and daughter go to a 

convent school, and oldest daughter is already married). We can see dormant agency here at play. 

Unable for the most part to change their own situation, the women seek to bring change in the next 

generation. Some respondents preferred not to have children. Pinki, 18, justified that by saying that if 

she had a child, “she has to do the same thing. Everyone is greedy.”   

 “I love my son more. The girl will go. I‟ll have to get all these things to marry her off.” (Mamata, 

mother of a 10-year-old girl and a 9-year-old boy). Mothers from all groups expressed a preferential 

treatment toward their boys – they got more years of education in general and were considered more 

of an investment as they would stay in the mother‟s home and take care of her in her old age. This 

preference for male children, though conceivably discriminatory, is in sharp contrast with the 

traditional preference for girls (as future profit) in the studied communities. It is indicative of a change 

that has occurred ostensibly in the last couple of generations and which signals shifting traditional 

understandings of the practice of ritual prostitution. It can be seen as another expression of dormant 

agency. 

When discussing children, perhaps the most important aspect for me in the context of my research 

was the question of continuity – would a woman who has been part of the practice of ritual prostitution 

dedicate her daughter and why (not). The mothers of this particular generation have been affected by 

multiple attempts for reform and rehabilitation, and also exposed comparatively more information. A 

couple of generations ago and even a generation ago according to my interviewees, the making of a 

Devadasi, a Mathamma or a Jogini was a much more common event. Among the Bedni, I cannot 

judge if there has been a significant change in prevalence rates between this and the previous 

generation, but based on my fieldwork and conversations with social workers, it seems that not much 



55 

 

has changed. The tradition continues and men are supposedly more abusive and vulgar toward the 

dancers than they used to be.  

All the women from the Karnataka and Andhra samples, who have daughters, pledged they would not 

sent their daughters to dance and dhanda. Some were particularly passionate about it: “Never in my 

life! I will never make my girls Mathammas. Even if i have to die from hunger. I will never do that,” said 

Amaravati, mother of three girls, who is still leading a life of constant abuse. Two of her daughters go 

to school in the ashram set up by Aashray Foundation in Hyderabad, but the third girl has stayed 

behind because as she said, “there was none at home to look after mom”. The majority of mothers 

wanted to make sure the exploitation stopped with them. Only one Devadasi, though she expressly 

said she would not like to dedicate her daughter, said she would do so “if the goddess claimed her”47.  

Among the Bedni, I got mixed responses. Though many women said they would not like their 

daughters to go in the trade and a few had already gotten them married, some said that they did not 

have any other option. Balla, herself a Bedni¸ had recently dedicated her daughter to the practice. 

She showed me a sari torn to shreds – the sari her daughter came home in that same morning. “I feel 

bad but what can I do…? There is no work… Nothing. No money. We need to eat”, was the mother‟s 

justification. The same “What can I do?” echoed many times. Even Shanti‟s mother, whose daughter 

had been raped by 25 men and had just passed because of that, had the same response. The feeble 

old lady said three times, “Everyone is dancing so I sent her for dance.” “She danced so we ate 

chapatti,” she added. “Now [that she‟s dead], I have no food. I have to beg.”  The entire lack of 

emotion or regret was shocking as her answers reiterated that her murdered daughter used to be a 

source of food and now is no more.  

A clear pattern emerged – in places where laws were adopted banning the practice and there had 

been government and NGO attempts to curtail and exterminate the practice, respondents were 

tremendously reluctant to pass on the tradition to the next generation. Conversely, in Madhya 

Pradesh, where there is no legal protection and very limited NGO work, the possibility to dedicate 

one‟s daughter is still considered viable, even if not desirable.  

As demonstrated, women in ritual prostitution occupy an ambiguous place in the family and society. 

They engage in sex work, run their households, support their families and raise their children. Many 

conform to the unwritten rules prescribed by the tradition and yet some are slowly chipping away at it. 

They find long-term partners for protection, dance for themselves (see Portrait 1), and try to divert 

their daughters from the beaten path taken by them. All these can be seen as acts of agency, albeit 

dormant, and are important to understanding the dynamics of exit of prostitution. 
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EXIT OF RITUAL PROSTITUTION 

The tradition of ritual prostitution mandates the impossibility of exit. Therefore, the notion of exit by 

default requires the breaking of tradition. The main focus of this study has been on the perceptions of 

possible exit by the girls and women involved. Perceptions and objective reality might differ but unless 

exit is recognized as a viable option, it cannot be practically achieved. Agency as defined in Chapter II 

is at least a two-stage process. The first stage requires having an intention or desire for change. 

Consequently the views, thoughts and ideas of ritual prostitutes are particularly important. Change in 

the status quo necessitates a change in the thinking and understanding of it. Considering the 

additional element of devotion and belief in the tradition, such change becomes especially 

complicated. This chapter deals with the nuances of perceived exit of traditionally sanctioned sex 

work, the obstacles and stimuli for leaving the practice, and the dormant agency of the actors.  

First of all, it is important to conceptualize the meaning of exit of ritual prostitution. In the field, I 

discovered a huge gray area between women who have (allegedly) abandoned the practice and those 

engaged in it. We can speak of different degrees of exit and examine the concept more as a process 

than an event (see Ebaugh 1988: 23-15; Dalla 2006: 276; Månsson and Hedin 1999: 69-70). Even in 

cases where a woman has managed to abandon sex work and engagement in any rituals, and has 

succeeded in securing an alternative income and/or a court marriage, she is still likely to be 

confronted with discriminatory remarks or, worse, attempts to pull her back into the practice (“You are 

a Mathamma. You have to sleep with me”). As much as the pull can be external or forced, it can also 

be internal – sudden shocks and the inability to cope with them can prompt a decision to go back into 

dance and/or dhanda. Prasanta, who had ceased any engagement for the past few years, confided 

that she was planning to dance again at the upcoming jatra. She needed the 400-500 rupees she 

would make a day for a kidney operation. Her kidneys had been failing and she was terrified of what 

would happen to her two children if she died. Even though her “husband” did not like it when she went 

to dance and got abusive with her, Prasanta saw no other option but to bear the being abused while 

dancing and later at home in order to secure the finances for her surgery. The concept of exit of ritual 

prostitution should therefore be examined as a non-linear process, which can be aided or disrupted by 

a variety of factors, and even reversed (Ebaugh 1988: 37, 186-88). 

In general, the perceived obstacles to exit were of traditional, personal or structural character. 

Tradition – including belief, prejudice and devotion – subsists as an essential element. Contrary to 

being one of the major reasons for dedication (see Chapter VI), however, it was not regarded as 

necessarily the strongest factor when it comes to breaking with the practice. Personal factors included 

filial duty and pressure from both family and society. Structurally, poverty and the lack of alternatives 

kept the women locked in the cycle of prostitution, though practically all other factors can be 

examined as structural constraints as well.  

The stimuli to exit came either from within or were introduced or forced from outside. Individual 

characteristics such as personal strength (see Månsson and Hedin 1999: 75-76), disgust with the 

perpetual abuse and the life-style, having a long term lover or a “husband”, or unwillingness to 

continue engaging in sex work when their children grew up motivated the desire to leave prostitution. 
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Outside factors, such as government bans, schemes and benefits, NGO work and access to 

information, occasionally in tandem with some of the internal factors, were viewed as essential to 

leaving prostitution.  

Significantly, the perceptions about what hinders or facilitates exit differ depending on the general 

(dis)engagement with prostitution. Therefore, it is important to distinguish between several different 

categories:  

(a) women who want to leave the practice of prostitution but cannot,  

(b) women who have overcome any obstacles and managed to exit sex work,  

(c) women who in the public eye have left prostitution but in reality still engage in it, and  

(d) women who do not want to exit sex work.  

These categories are not rigid or final. They only reflect the situation of the women during my 

fieldwork and this situation is subject to change.  

(Dis)engagement with Prostitution
48

 

Category Karnataka  Andhra 

Pradesh
49

 

Madhya Pradesh TOTAL 

(a) 1 7 6 14 

(b) 7 10 4 21 

(c) 5 5 2 12 

(d) 2 3 5 10 

 

OBSTACLES TO EXIT 

(a) Exit Desired but (Perceived) Impossible 

Today also I want to stop. Every day I want to stop. But I can‟t. (Preema, 40) 

The road to exit can be long and wavering and though the final destination can remain out of reach, it 

is important to be willing to take that road. “Being able to imagine another life and to think about how 

this life can become a reality can be a crucial survival strategy.” (Månsson and Hedin 1999: 74). If 

there is an internal desire to seek a way out (dormant agency), government or NGO representatives 

can work with the community to facilitate the removal of perceived obstacles.  

Attempts for exit can be desperate. The first time I visited the village of Habla, Madhya Pradesh, I only 

found one Bedni. All the other women, allegedly 30-40 had gone to the hospital in Sagar. A young 

woman dedicated to be a Bedni as a child had managed to withstand family and societal pressure 

and get a “love marriage”. A few years later, however, both her family and her husband forced her to 

return to the tradition, dance and engage in dhanda. Seeing no way out, she poured kerosene all over 

her body and set herself on fire. She did not “succeed” in her attempt at suicide, but had more than 70 

percent burns and dire prospects for survival. I considered it unethical to attempt to interview the 

young woman whose life was hanging by a thread to understand first-hand her quest for (impossible) 
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observation, I have tried to place to respondents in the category that would fit their reality best. It is, however, possible that in 
some cases what has been shared with me or observed has not revealed the entire truth of one‟s situation. I have tried to 
triangulate my data as much as possible.  
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exit. Nonetheless, I believe that her story belongs here and is painfully illustrative of the sometimes 

very real impossibility to abandon the tradition. Four other women from my sample reported attempts 

for suicide, while two more had considered it. As discussed in Chapter III, (attempted) suicide can be 

an indication of negative agency when faced with (perceived) dire or no alternatives. 

Generally, group (a) believes to be trapped in prostitution by financial need, usually bordering 

destitution, and lack of alternative income generating options; family pressure and filial duty to 

provide; and societal pressure. The belief in the tradition and prejudice arising thereby is another key 

factor. Finally, inadequate or nonexistent government help was cited by nearly every woman. These 

aspects will be reviewed in detail below.  

Poverty 

Though not necessarily an explicit cause for entering prostitution (see Chapter VI), poverty is an 

overarching, and often considered insuperable, cause to stay in prostitution. Confronted with 

structural deficiencies and lack of alternative income-generating opportunities, due to deficient 

education and practical training, ritual prostitutes see no prospects for a way out. The economic 

survival of the self and the family remains a major obstacle to exit of sex work.  

We don‟t show the pain, we bear it. Why? Because of the money. All that comes out of this 
dance is disrespect. We are weeping and collecting the money. (Kusum, 35) 

We are doing all these things because of the economic problem. We don‟t have any support. 
We don‟t have husbands. If I had a husband, I could tell him, please go get a job, get some 
work, get food. But I have no husband, no government support, nothing. (Preema, 40) 

Many people come and try to stop the system. But how is that possible? The Bedni system is 
not good. Many women don‟t want to dance. But because they are poor, they have nothing, 
they have to go. (Usha, 32) 

Often in discussing reasons for dedication, I heard “It is not because of the poverty. It‟s because of 

the tradition/ belief”. Conversely, when the conversation came to options and hindrances to exit of sex 

work the opposite was pointed out: “Not everybody has stopped. Some do because of poverty. 

Everyone used to do because of the belief. Now not.” Shouba, 40, an ex-Devadasi and currently a 

local leader and activist, admitted that some women still engage in sex work despite government and 

NGO claims that no one is practicing in the Belgaum District. It appears that over the life cycle of 

engagement in prostitution a perceptual shift occurs – from potential subjectivity (ritual) to potential 

objectivity (poverty).  

Filial duty 

Closely related to fiscal concerns, yet deserving a separate category, is the factor of filial duty. Deeply 

rooted in the culture, the family, rather than the individual, is categorically the priority. Breaking that 

social contract and endangering the survival and well-being of kin is considered impossible by most.   

We both sisters are going for dance and get money because of this profession. With that 
money our family is surviving and our younger brothers are going to school. The whole family 
depends on us. (Hakko, 19, see Portrait 3) 

What will the family eat then? We can‟t stop. We have to support our families. (Riya, 21) 

Filial duty is not unilateral. As much as the daughters feel obliged to fulfill their duty and provide, 

notwithstanding the abuse they suffer, family members also demand that they continue performing 
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their duties and can exert considerable pressure to realize these demands. Stuck between the 

internal drive to provide as the only “right” thing to do and the familial pressure to do so, there is little 

space for escape. Without conceiving it those terms, ritual prostitutes are sacrificing the self for the 

benefit of the family unit. There is no pride or remorse attached to it. The incontestability of the norm 

adds to the complexity of this factor and makes it an especially hard hurdle to overcome.   

Many girls want to stop, but their poverty… their families don‟t allow them to stop. Sometimes the 
girls go to Bombay. Only one thing is in their mind – we have to earn money for our family. And 
that‟s it. Even if they have pain, even if they don‟t want to, they still do. (Shouba, 40) 

Belief/ prejudice 

Mangama was dedicated to Mathamma because she had chicken pox and married to the goddess 

when she was 9. Immediately after that the family sent her out to dance. Men – young and old, 

sometimes very old – slept with her. “You are a prostitute. You have to come with me.” Unable to 

cope, she tried to kill herself many times. “Why is the goddess Mathamma doing like this?” Once, she 

took off the necklace, which signifies her union with the deity, and tried to break free. But she got very 

sick and ended up putting it back on. Now she is afraid to remove it ever again or attempt exit.  

This brief sketch illustrates a story conveyed to me many times. The horror of possibly bringing on 

divine wrath by abandoning the tradition was reported as very real and a strong enough justification to 

persist in the vicious cycle of prostitution. Geographically, bias was stronger in remote villages barely 

touched by intervention and rehabilitation work by state or non-state agents than in bigger and better 

accessed villages and towns. Lack of awareness certainly contributes to holding on to the marriage 

necklace or the jati
50

 and the subsequent obligations. See Yamuna‟s portrait (4) on how bringing 

knowledge and awareness can dispel prejudice and assist in the process of exiting.  

Society  

You can‟t just change the women… you have to change the men too. (Anasua
51

, 32) 

I would add: the families, the neighbors, the priests, the dapu
52

 players, the teachers, or briefly, the 

society has to change. No one exists in isolation and when analyzing prostitution, especially socially 

sanctioned prostitution, the analysis has to encompass all actors directly and indirectly involved. As 

Strathern (1988) points out, in very traditional societies we can discuss a “dividual”, rather than an 

“individual”. The person emerges as constituted by the society and acts within it. Actions are to a large 

extent predetermined or constrained by the relations which guide one‟s life.  Therefore, exiting sex 

trade entails the woman involved, her desire or willingness to do so, possibilities to accomplish it and 

the society, which has to be willing to release her of her thereto role and accept her in her new role. In 

other words, not only the sex worker‟s way of thinking needs to change, but the whole society‟s 
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 Jati is dreaded or matted hair. Having a jati is considered a sign that the Goddess Yellamma is claiming a girl and can be a 
reason for dedication (see Bradford 1983: 310). Even if a young girl did not have a jati prior to being wed to the Goddess, she 
almost inevitably grows one. Some women‟s jatis were more than 3 meters long and they took care of them and wore them with 
pride. 
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 Anasua was a unique case of female agency. Despite being a practicing Devadasi, she was an elected member of the Grand 
Panchayat (village counsel), president of 7 village self-help groups, a member of the local School Development Management 
Committee and president of the dairy collective corporation. She believed that the Goddess “brought all these good things in 
[her] life”. In her own words, she got to be so involved with her community: “because I am very bold. I am a good 
communicator. I know all the villagers.” 
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60 

 

mindset has to undergo a thorough readjustment. Persisting societal attitude is therefore a major 

obstacle to exit: 

We are not living like human beings. Everybody treats us badly because we are Mathammas. 
My name is Rekha but no one calls me Rekha. They call me Mathamma. (shared Rekha, 32, 
who broke her taali

53
 10 years ago and has since refused to engage in prostitution, but has to 

reassert her position daily as the surrounding community refuses to accept her breaking with 
the tradition.) 

Sampourna has been unable to withstand societal pressure and persists in the practice. Every night 

she goes to see clients, she thinks of killing herself. However, each time she remembers her son and 

that stops her (see Portrait 2). Sampourna has wanted to stop her engagement in prostitution for 

years and has even taken steps to seek alternative occupations – she now stitches clothes and 

makes about 1,000 rupees a month from that. She has reduced the nights she goes out to earn. But “I 

am a Mathamma – none can change that”. Customers come and take her and her own uncle sends 

her to entertain them.  

Finally, embeddedness in society can function as a deterrent of exit on an additional level. Among the 

Bedia, if a family decides to stop dedicating its daughters, it is segregated from the rest of the 

community. The community does not tolerate the breaking off of the tradition and, in extreme cases, 

violent attacks have been reported. Even in my small sample, 2 out of 4 women who have managed 

to leave prostitution behind had faced such attacks – one in Patharia and one in Sukha village. Such 

incidents indicate that society can be not only a passive deterrent to leaving sex trade (by sticking to 

traditional thinking), but also an active agent precluding exit.  

Government 

Discussions about the government surged in almost every conversation with women willing but unable 

to leave prostitution, whether prompted by me or not. The respondents felt that help had been 

inadequate; promises had remained unfulfilled and exit unrealized. 

The government promised many things – land, education for the children, money, marriage. 
Told us to leave whatever we were doing. But didn‟t do anything! 10 years ago they gave 
16,000 rupees and nothing more. They also gave some unusable land… (Sukania, 47) 

10 years ago they gave 10 000 rupees. Since then, they haven‟t given us anything. They told 
us don‟t do that. Stop prostitution. (Padma, 37) 

Though insufficient, state initiatives have been set up in Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh. In Madhya 

Pradesh, however, the Bedni reported not receiving any help from the government. Here, the pledge 

shifted from “what they give is not enough” to “please do anything”.  

Government is doing nothing! If the government would do at least a little bit, then why would 
we do this job…? They are doing nothing. No schools, no hospitals, nothing. (Chammu, 42) 

If the government gave us anything, then we will leave this profession. I am ready to do 
labour and farming work. I want to eat from the respectful work. Even if I get only 100 rupees 
then I am ready to work, I need respect. I don‟t like people pulling me from different sides. 
(Hakko, 19) 

I am ready to leave this profession but I need something from the government. But the 
government is doing nothing for us. They take our name sometime that they will give us job 
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but they all are corrupt and give nothing to us. I will to do anything, farming, weaving anything. 
(Smriti, 21) 

I want to leave this profession. No no… I want the whole village to leave this profession. Now 
we are dancing after that the next generation will also go in the same profession. We want 
help from the government. If they will help us then we will do labour work and farming 
whatever we get, so that our children don‟t go in this worst profession. (Riya, 19) 

The lack of legislative measures against the Bedni practice was considered a major reason for the 

tradition to go forward uninhibited. Even brothers pledged with me, “Please, make the law. I don‟t 

want to send my sister to dance. But there is nothing I can do. If there were a law, I could at least 

have something to hold on to.” As mentioned earlier, in contrast to the Devadasi tradition which has 

been outlawed in various states, there is no legal framework prohibiting caste-based prostitution. 

Furthermore, as explained in Chapter VII, dance and dhanda among the Bedni go hand in hand. The 

traditional Rai dance they perform is protected by law as national heritage which additionally 

complicates taking legal action against the system and implicates state sanctioning. Banning the 

dance performed by Devadasis, Joginis and Mathammas, though not fully effective, has had a definite 

impact on curtailing those practices. As the Rai dance, at least at present, cannot be outlawed, it 

continues to serve as an “entry ticket to prostitution” for Bedia girls. 

In sum, though dormant agency in the form of an internal desire to leave ritual prostitution exists, in 

many cases, structural constraints make exit to be perceived as or actually be impossible. 

Deprivations and poor alternative income-generating opportunities make women particularly 

vulnerable to remain in the tradition. Prevailing societal attitudes additionally complicate their position. 

Insufficient or entirely absent government support abets impossibility of exit. Structure is not only 

externally imposed but also includes “emotional and moral configurations” (Ortner 1998:14). 

Therefore, filial duty and traditional beliefs can also be considered as part of it and, as demonstrated, 

they are particularly potent in hindering exit. Trapping factors do not exist in isolation. Rather, they 

affect the women involved in ritual prostitution simultaneously and act as “mutually reinforcing 

vulnerabilities” additionally obstructing exit of sex work and forcing agency to remain dormant (see 

Casick, Martin and May 2003).  

(b) Exit Accomplished 

Recalling the obstacles they had to overcome in order to leave prostitution behind, the women in 

group (b) pointed out most notably family pressure and pressure from the community. These 

respondents were, however, often unwilling to discuss the difficulties of exiting and preferred to talk 

about what (or who) helped them leave and how much better their life was now. What facilitated exit 

will be discussed later under “stimuli for exit”. 

In Karnataka, where comparatively the largest part of the sample had left prostitution (46.7%, 

compared to 40% of the Andhra sample and 23.5% of the Madhya Pradesh sample), responses to 

these questions were strongly colored by the NGO discourse working with the community. The same 

words echoed over and over again. Here, as discussed in Chapter IV, the gate opener/ keeper 

affected access to information. Below is a selection of responses, which I believe were significantly 

influenced by the NGO: 
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After joining this institution [Mass], I got knowledge that we should not do like that. […] When I 
was doing that work, I was very scared […] but now it‟s not like that. I am living with courage. 
(Saraswati, 30) 

I feel better now. When I was working as a Devadasi, I used to wait for him [regular client, 
father of her 2 children]. It was very hurtful. […] But now, it‟s a different life I‟m leading. I am 
working and I am getting a salary. I have enough courage that I am earning my money and 
my money is fixed, so this is a better life I am leading. (Mala, 21) 

When I came into this Mass Committee, I got strength and I have courage that I can live my 
life without anybody‟s help. I got lots of knowledge. I started to take challenges and now I will 
say that I can stay anywhere without depending on others. Since I joined this Committee, I‟ve 
been living happily and now my life is good. The Devadasi system was so bad. There was lots 
of pain. But now we are living happily. Now we have got courage. (Yamuna 40, see Portrait 4) 

When this institution started and when we joined here […] we have become courageous and 
we go to the officers, we speak with the people without any hesitation. […] When this office 
came into existence, we are seeing happiness in our lives. Before this, there was no 
happiness in our lives. (Chandi, 45) 

Successful exiters recalled dealing with their families and the society as the largest obstacle they had 

overcome. Financial, logistical and emotional support from NGOs and self-help groups assisted 

tremendously in the process of exiting, as well as campaigns raising awareness about the history of 

the practice and the biases attached to it. In that sense, by receiving help to deal with structural 

constraints through loans, vocational training, employment and access to information, the women 

were able to capitalize on their desire to leave prostitution and act with agency. At times, as shall be 

discussed below, exit was forced on them rather than initiated from within, which arguably strips them 

from the ability to be agents although helps them leave prostitution.  

(c) Exit De Jure but Not De Facto 

Greatly a function of legal provisions and government action banning the practice and, in some cases, 

state or NGO schemes providing monetary assistance on the condition that sex work has been 

abandoned, a significant section of my sample asserted that they had exited. In reality the majority 

continued secretly engaging in prostitution. This was the hardest group to study because particularly 

at the beginning of my fieldwork I received an overwhelming number of claims that the practice was 

nonexistent today. Only through considerable patience and time in the field building relationships of 

trust, was I able to uncover the invisible Devadasis (see Chapter IV).  Many Jogti, Jogini and 

Mathammas started calling themselves Devadasis in order to benefit from government schemes run 

under the umbrella name Devadasi. The women found this name foreign and untrue to their identities, 

but they felt compelled to adopt it to gain access to government and NGOs programs. As untrue as 

the new name was, so was their alleged cessation of sex work.  

For group (c), the strongest factor inducing continued engagement was financial need as the scarce 

funds received through government schemes and NGO stipends are rarely enough to survive on, and 

the women resorted to entertaining clients clandestinely to reduce deficiencies. Part of poverty as a 

general underlying cause, sudden financial shocks, which outstripped the family‟s ability to cope, 

often caused sporadic returns to prostitution. As noted by Ebaugh (1988), a person leaving a role has 

to deal with pressures and pulls from the past and the present (5). A “hangover identity” from the 
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previous role often persists and can cause a reversal of role exit, especially if circumstances 

surrounding the ex are hostile.  

Sukania‟s story deserves to be included in this section. Dedicated to be Mathamma at birth, Sukania 

danced “for 40 years. Every year. All over Andhra”. She endured perpetual abuse, including 

prolonged instances of group rape. Eventually, she decided to quit and joined a local NGO. She was 

very committed and helped many women come out of the practice. She had become the president of 

400 Mathammas at the NGO RISE-SSS. As recognition for her good work, the government gave her 

a 50 000 rupee award. “But RISE [the NGO] took everything! Didn‟t give me a rupee.” Disappointed 

and betrayed, Sukania left the organization. Then, her son was violently murdered. The distraught 

mother took a big loan and hired lawyers to investigate the case. Ever increasing demands for legal 

fees eventually pushed her back into dance and dhanda. When I met her, a woman who used to be 

an example and an inspiration for her community, had reverted back to entertaining clients for 100 

rupees a night. The dubious motives of the NGO in withholding the government grant certainly played 

a role in her relapse. I tried to contact them to triangulate her story but received no responses.  

 (d) What Exit? 

Group (d) is interesting and the answers gathered from it varied widely. Women who had not even 

considered the possibility to lead a life outside ritual prostitution spoke of their devotion to the 

goddess and the fear of going against or betraying the deity. Others, usually younger women, openly 

expressed their desire to have luxuries as justification to stay in prostitution. Finally, a very small 

number could not even conceive of an alternative existence. To them any questioning about leaving 

sex work remained meaningless. I will illustrate this group by presenting a case of extreme devotion 

and a case of bleak reality where exit is not even a thought. 

Basava had an atypical entry into Devadasihood. Married at 14, she had a child while still being a 

child. A second child followed but did not survive. After that, her hair started matting and she got very 

sick. She roamed the streets “like a crazy person”. The family took her to many doctors but no one 

could cure her. A priest suggested that the goddess Yellamma was claiming her and eventually she 

got dedicated and wed to the deity. She abandoned her husband and married him to her younger 

sister as a means of compensation. She claims to be “very well now. Before the dedication I was very 

sick, couldn‟t do anything. Now I am great. My health is fantastic.” She is very devout to her goddess 

and very happy about it. The fact that she engages in prostitution as part of her ritual life does not 

seem to cloud her happiness. She did not stop smiling throughout the whole interview. Questions 

about leaving the tradition remained void, as she was unable to conceive of an existence outside her 

present life.  

The following case further illustrates impossibility to imagine (and most probably achieve) life outside 

of ritual prostitution. Maya, a 45-year-old Jogini, lives on the temple grounds of the Yellamma Temple 

in Hyderabad. She survives at the mercy of the goddess and her worshippers. The local restaurant 

owner sleeps with her whenever he wants. He does not pay her. If she refuses, he harasses her so it 

is better to go along. Other locals do the same. Only when someone comes from “outside”, he pays 
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her. Nevertheless, she does not speak of being abused or forced: “What can I do, sister? I am also 

lonely… I need some company.”  

Of all reviewed groups, the last one has the least “amount” of agency, in the sense of a desire and 

capability to change one‟s environment. Lacking internal motivation to leave, this group remains 

particularly hard to reach and engage in rehabilitation programs. 

STIMULI FOR EXIT 

Having reviewed the factors that trap women in ritual prostitution or bring them back into it, it is 

important to analyze what, according to them, might fuel the process of exit. Successful or relapsing 

exiters relied on extreme strength of character and/ or government ban and government rehabilitation 

programs and/or NGO. Being part of a cohort attempting exit together rather than being a sole exiter 

significantly aided in dealing with pressures and overcoming traditional bias, as exemplified in 

Yamuna‟s Portrait (see also Ebaugh 1988: 39, 81, 192-94). Some respondents felt impelled to leave 

prostitution as their children were growing up and beginning to comprehend their mother‟s occupation. 

These mothers strove to preserve a sense of pride and also to protect their children from being 

harassed and discriminated against on account of their profession. Many pointed out access to 

information as a major factor which helped them discern the biases surrounding the practice and act 

upon their dormant agency.  

Very few respondents were able to embark on the process of exit on their own, without external help 

or force. What tie them together are personal qualities like strong resolve, ability to withstand 

pressure, and courage to oppose family and society mind-set (see Månsson and Hedin 1999). As 

Anasua, a Devadasi and community leader put it, “They have stopped doing this because of the 

humanity of the women… from inside.” In those cases, usually an event or series of events triggered a 

desperate desire to leave the practice. Various authors refer to that as the “turning point” (Ebaugh 

1988: 123-36, 183; Dalla 2006: 280; Månsson and Hedin 1999: 71).  

My observations followed to a large extent at least two of the turning point types described in the 

literature: traumatic events and positive life events. Gautami, 20, was dragged to a forest and raped 

violently by 5 classmates. She got pregnant and managed to arrange for an abortion with the help of 

her brother, who subsequently died according to her due to “black magic” called by the rapists. This 

series of events drove Gaurami to abandon the tradition at any cost. Regrettably, she also dropped 

out of school, where she was subject of relentless harassment
54

. Gauri, 30, was sold to a Delhi 

brothel and after years of abuse escaped but having no resources she wandered from city to city and 

sustained herself through prostitution. The collective experiences did so much physical and mental 

damage that she almost died, but at the end served as motivation to abandon the practice at any cost, 

(see Portrait 1). Conversely, a positive life event – the birth of her daughter – gave Shouba enough 

courage to challenge her mother‟s decision to make her a Devadasi and refuse to engage in 

prostitution thereafter. Neha, a Bedni, decided to stop dancing when her children were getting older. 
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 Gautami had passed the 10
th
 grade with flying colours and was an example in the community as few girls in her small village 

received education and hardly any of them continued going to school past grade 7. Despite her education, she now works on 
the field for 100 rupees a day.  
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“They would know everything about me… I didn‟t want to tell them what I do” (see also Dalla 2006: 

282 on quitting prostitution sparked by the aspiration to be a better parent). Few but significant, these 

cases indicate the potential for turning agency from potential (dormant) to kinetic.  

The majority of the rest of the cases exited because through government and/or NGO schemes they 

got access to an alternative occupation or livelihood. Bans and awareness campaigns alone without 

the provision of viable alternatives were rarely enough to effectuate exit.  

There are some Mathammas who go dancing and singing. But I don‟t go anymore. Back in 
the day I used to, but now I don‟t. I used to suffer a lot. But now the government gave me a 
house and a pension. So I stopped. (Malaswari, 25) 

I danced. I started dancing when I was 8. When I was 12-13, I became aware of government 
schemes. Then I danced less. Then eventually I stopped dancing. The government built a 
house for us. (Gautami, 19) 

All but one of the Bedni who managed to leave the practice did so because of the help and dedication 

extended by Champa Ben, who has worked with the community in Patharia for 25 years. Again and 

again I heard “Champa Didi
55

 has done everything for us.” In addition to urging the Bedia to leave the 

tradition, the activist helped hundreds get a court marriage within their caste, thereby breaking the 

taboo that a Bedni cannot have a relationship with a Bedia man. 

Interventions by government or non-government actors were not always welcomed. Arivati, though 

now allegedly content with her “new life”, shared: “these people came to us and forced us to join this 

office, we used to hide from them”. I received reports about organizations, which forcibly cut off the 

dreadlocks of Yellamma or Mathamma devotees as a means to break their involvement with the 

practice. The measure was meant to “prove” that nothing would happen if the jati were gone. Though 

sometimes these techniques worked (see Portrait 4), I remain skeptical about forcing exit rather than 

assisting in the process of strengthening a women‟s internal drive to divorce from the practice. As 

Williamson and Folaron (2003) assert, in cases where a prostitute is not personally committed to 

exiting, “outside restrictive measures are only temporary” (283). 

Finally, no matter where in the spectrum of engagement-disengagement with prostitution my 

respondents stood, when asked about their opinion about the Devadasi/ Mathamma/ Jogini/ Bedni 

system, they said in one way or another “It has to stop… It‟s bad.” In order for it to stop it is crucial to 

take into consideration all factors, which hinder and stimulate exit as perceived by the women in it. In 

the majority of the cases, dormant agency expressed by an internal desire to exit is present but often 

it cannot be brought to fruition due to a wide array of structural constraints. Nevertheless, possessing 

the first element of agency is significant and, judging by the success stories studied, it is possible to 

activate dormant agency through the alleviation of structural constraints. 
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 Didi means “older sister” in Hindi. All the people in the community refer to Champa Ben as Champa Didi.  
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusions 

This thesis aimed to explore life in ritual prostitution and the obstacles and stimuli to exit as perceived 

by the girls and women involved in it. The stress has been of privileging the actors‟ voices over 

dominant discourses about them which often portray them as ex nuns and current whores. By 

showing the variability of their histories and experiences, and their ambiguous position in society, they 

have emerged as a group evading categorizations of commercial sex workers. They are 

simultaneously loyal daughters, devout worshippers, caring mothers, abused lovers, exquisite 

dancers, prostitutes and (dormant) agents.  

The current study has established that blind belief in the tradition which decrees ritual prostitution is 

no longer there. The collected verbal accounts further indicate that the majority of girls and women 

desire to leave prostitution. Going back to my working definition of agency (see Chapter III), this 

desire connotes the presence of an initial state of agency. Nevertheless, the next step into exiting is 

not being taken or is only taken sporadically and often incompletely. A number of obstacles stand on 

the road of translating intention into reality. Importantly, actors‟ perceptions of the particular factors 

hindering exit depend on where in the spectrum of engagement and disengagement with prostitution 

they stand. Successful exes point out societal and family pressure as the largest and hardest 

impediment to overcome. It must be remembered though that exit when achieved was a function of a 

variety of factors and usually required external help in overcoming at least the fiscal dependence on 

prostitution. Considered or attempted exit was thwarted by a complex net of structural constraints. 

Most significantly those include poverty and lack of alternative income-generating options, filial duty 

and family demands to provide, tradition and prejudice, societal proclivity to maintain status quo, and 

insufficient or nonexistent government support. The interplay between these factors converts them 

into mutually reinforcing vulnerabilities extenuating their trapping force. Relapsing exiters account 

their returns to prostitution to inability to cope with sudden financial crisis and inadequacy of received 

government and/or NGO help. The small yet significant segment of my sample which has not and 

cannot conceive of an alternative existence is deeply entrenched in traditional ways of thinking, facing 

a dead-end situation or preferring to capitalize on the monetary gains from prostitution. Diversifying 

between the different groups and the different nuances of perceived obstacles to exit can be useful in 

designing appropriate programs specifically targeted for each group. 

Stimuli for exit can be of personal or external character. Extreme strength of character and resolve 

can lead a woman out of prostitution but without outside help that alone is highly unlikely to affect 

change (see Sanders 2007:77). Turning points, whether positive, such as the birth of a child, or 

negative, as an especially traumatic event, often precipitate a lingering desire to exit from prostitution 

into (attempts for) action. They have the potential to unlock dormant agency but usually that potential 

depends upon the existence of a favourable environment. Attempting exit as a group rather than 

individually has in general aided and fastened the process of leaving prostitution. External incentives 

in the form of awareness, knowledge, financial and logistical support, and the provision of alternative 

options are crucial.  
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Importantly, the empirical findings support theoretical frameworks about exit from other occupations 

and commercial sex work, in that exit cannot be analyzed as a single event. It is rather a reversible 

process involving numerous stages and versions. The stage of deliberation or “doubting” can last a 

few days, a few years or an individual might never move beyond it (see Ebaugh 1988: 81-86; 205-06). 

Turning points play an important role in activating agency and keenly looking for alternatives (Ebaugh 

1988; Månsson and Hedin 1999; Williamson and Folaron 2003; Dalla 2006). What distinguishes ritual 

prostitutes from other exiters is their unique positioning in society, where their behaviour and 

occupation is sanctioned rather than considered deviant. Leaving the socially prescribed role is 

therefore strongly opposed by society. Further, in contrast to commercial sex workers who are often 

aided in their quest for exit by family support (Dalla 2006: 281-82; Månsson and Hedin 1999: 73-74), 

ritual prostitutes have to go against the family in order to achieve exit. Rather than a factor facilitating 

exit, family is considered a major obstacle. Finally, ritual beliefs play an especially strong role and 

diminish the (perceived) freedom to act upon one‟s intention to leave the practice.   

The ability to act as an agent changes throughout the lifecycle of engagement with ritual prostitution. 

At entry, there is practically no opportunity for agency. Contrary to some commercial sex workers who 

might enter prostitution of their own accord, girls get inducted to ritual prostitution by force. Family 

members take the decision for dedication to the tradition and realize it without consulting the child. 

Even after the rituals have been performed, the young devotee is seldom cognizant of the implications 

of said dedication. Usually she understands the meaning of being a Devadasi, Mathamma, Jogini or 

Bedni on the day when the union with the deity or the tradition is “consummated” (when the first client 

arrives). Though many girls fight and try to escape, they have no power to exert their resistance on 

the usually much older client who has already paid for the privilege of deflowering them.  

However constrained, agent-like behaviour can be observed in the later stages of life in ritual 

prostitution. Falling in love or marrying a mortal is a taboo according to the tradition. Yet, some 

women form (primarily) monogamous relationships with a lover or, in rare occasions, get a formal 

registered marriage. These relationships do not always preclude involvement in prostitution and can 

at times compel continuous practice of dhanda. Often, they were reported as abusive. Without being 

the best option or guaranteeing exit from prostitution, however, such liaisons indicate exercise of 

agency albeit constrained and encompassed by societal structures. The fact that mostly illiterate 

prostituting mothers send their children to school is a further indication of dormant agency – a desire 

for better opportunities is present and though it is (perceived) impossible to realize in the life of the 

mother, e.g. remains dormant, it gets transferred to the offspring. Expressly choosing not to dedicate 

their daughters is a further example of this sentiment. Thus, refusing to cooperate with society‟s 

expectations or “projects” (see Kratz 2000; Wardlow 2006) by diverting one‟s daughters from the 

tradition can be seen as an act of negative agency.  

While at entry into sex work, agency remains out of reach and during life in prostitution there are only 

limited opportunities to act as an agent, trying to leave ritual prostitution is an expression of dormant 

agency bordering awakening. As discussed, attempts for exit can be desperate. Entertaining the idea 

of or committing suicide as the only road out of prostitution reflects extreme negative agency. Less 
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final and yet significant actions challenging the status quo are learning a new craft while gradually 

detaching oneself from engagement with prostitution, joining self-help groups of similarly situated 

agents, seeking help from or allowing to be “helped” by an NGO or government program, dancing for 

own pleasure and refusing to do dhanda. Despite constraints, exceptional women have been able to 

solidify their agency with power by running for local elections, joining the Panchayat or setting up their 

own grassroots organizations to combat the system of ritual prostitution. Though percentage-wise 

such cases may seem insignificant (< 5% of my sample), they signal changing mindsets and 

demonstrate that it is possible to assert one‟s agency and leave ritual prostitution. In the majority of 

cases, however, agency remains dormant. Structural constraints, traditional beliefs, filial duty and 

societal pressure stand in the way of translating intention into action.  

The current study contributes new data in the following research areas: (1) the contemporary 

Devadasi, Mathamma, Jogini and Bedni systems; (2) conditions and processes of exit from ritual 

prostitution; (3) applicability of “agency” in non-Western contexts; (4) differences between traditions 

which fall under the umbrella name Devadasi; (5) similarities and differences between prostitution in 

the name of god and caste; and (6) child prostitution.   

First of all, there has been a notable change in the numbers of new dedications to devadasihood. 

While sources cite that between 1000 and 15000 girls in India are dedicated to be Devadasis, 

Mathammas or Joginis every year ((HRW 1999: Section VII, Nag 2001: 4027, Orchard 2004, Orchard 

2007: 2381;), empirical data shows that these numbers reflect a situation of one or two generations 

ago, but presently due to government bans and persecution dedications happen rarely. Various 

initiatives for the eradication of the practice have pushed it into illegality and made women persisting 

in it “invisible” and prone to being trafficked to large city brothels or abroad. Furthermore, hereditary 

transfer of the tradition is no longer imperative. At least a third of my sample come from a family with 

no history of involvement with ritual prostitution and the majority of the respondents intended not to 

continue the tradition via their children. Importantly, this research sheds light on the largely under-

researched Bedni system and highlights the dire condition of girls and women dedicated to it, who are 

deprived of any legal protection or government help.  

Secondly, motivated by the scarce studies on exit of prostitution and the entire lack of academic work 

on exit of ritual prostitution, the research aims to fill that gap and motivate further inquiries on the 

topic. Understanding the obstacles and stimuli to exit as perceived by the actors in ritual prostitution is 

essential to the crafting of eradication and rehabilitation programs. Distinguishing between different 

groups and addressing their particular concerns would also be beneficial.  

As a third element, the study proposes a new definition of agency, one that includes at least two 

stages – that of deliberation and that of action, and applies it to the research context. To describe the 

inability to deploy full agency by actors who exhibit signs of agent-like behaviour, I propose the term 

“dormant agency”. Importantly, this research has established that girls and women in ritual 

prostitution, often portrayed as agentless victims, do display potential to act as agents. Recognizing a 

latent desire for agency among the researched communities, however, should not be used as an 

excuse to forsake external help and place the responsibility of leaving prostitution entirely on the 
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actors involved (see Sanders 2007: 77). Overarching structural constraints play a critical role and 

preclude the awakening of dormant agency. Multifarious assistance addressing all trapping factors is 

indispensable and should be provided as a means to empower girls and women in ritual prostitution 

and strengthen their agency so that they can realize their desire for exit. 

Fourthly, the thesis highlights nuances between the Devadasi and Mathamma systems which have 

not been addressed in the literature before. Albeit slight, differences in reasons for dedication, rituals 

and continuity are categorically present. Rather than treating all communities which fall under the 

umbrella name Devadasi as identical, regional variations should be taken into consideration and 

properly addressed.  

Consequently, the research explores the parallels between the Devadasi traditions and the Bedni 

practice. Both systems socially sanction the forceful introduction of the girl child into prostitution and 

trap her in the tradition for the rest of her life. Significantly, the findings demonstrate that the absence 

of legal protection and prohibition of the Bedni tradition allows it to continue uninhibited, while the 

presence of official bans and state action concerning the Devadasi traditions have affected a notable 

change in those practices. It follows that the adoption of a legal framework is a fundamental 

prerequisite to dealing with instances of sexual exploitation.  

Finally, this paper adds knowledge to the study of child prostitution in situations where the family is a 

source and push factor into prostitution. It complicates the canonized view of parents who force their 

children into prostitution as ruthless and greedy individuals by demonstrating that an explicit intention 

to induct a child in prostitution is not always present and victimized children seldom harbour negative 

feelings toward their parents (see also Orchard 2007: 2387). Furthermore, child prostitutes view their 

occupation as an extension of filial duty and rarely revolt against it (see Montgomery 2001).  Such 

phenomena necessitate different approaches and deeper understanding of the inherent value of the 

family in traditional societies. 

Recommendations 

During my fieldwork I came in contact with different state and NGO approaches to dealing with ritual 

prostitution and had the chance to observe their effectiveness. Staying true to the ethical stance 

guiding this study that research should include empowerment of the research subjects, I present here 

a brief summary of the best practices in the field in hopes it would contribute to initiatives for the 

improvement of their life situation.  

Considering the deeply rooted ritual element of the practice, creating awareness and providing access 

to knowledge about the history of the tradition, the biases attached to it (e.g. beliefs that matting hair 

or skin decease is a sign from the goddess that a girl has to be dedicated to the tradition), and gender 

and caste discrimination is indispensable. Awareness campaigns should not only focus on the target 

population, but also address all actors involved in and responsible for the perpetuation of the practice 

– family members, neighbours, teachers, customers, and others.  

Further, as Ebaugh (1988) points out, lone exiters have a much harder time dealing with societal and 

emotional pressures, and take longer to effectuate exit than people who exit as a group (38-39,189-
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192). The creation of sanghas, self-help groups, has proven to be a useful tool in alleviating those 

pressures and providing assistance and a sense of belonging.  

Extremely important is the creation of viable income-generating alternatives. Most often, if any, the 

alternative opportunities provided to women who have allegedly abandoned sex work were scarcely 

remunerated and insufficient to live on. Many exes were forced to do heavy field work for 30-50 

rupees a day. Not only such income compares poorly to the higher returns of sex work, but also it 

traps the women in situations of extreme deprivations which can prompt a relapse into prostitution. In 

that sense, vocational training can help gaining access to more productive pursuits.  

Another vital aspect is the provision or assistance in the obtaining of adequate housing. Some 

government programs have created ex-Devadasi colonies on the outskirts of the towns and villages. I 

visited one such colony right outside of Raibag, close to the train station. The government has built 

small houses for the “rehabilitated” Devadasis and given them a few acres to cultivate. There were no 

men around, only women and children. They were segregated from the rest of the population and 

communication with other residents was especially problematized by distance and the stigma 

attached to the women. Black (2007) similarly observes that such solution “may be seen as a „sex 

colony‟ and thereby make inhabitants a target for harassment, abuse and exploitation” (5). A 

drastically different approach employed by the NGO Duties seemed to have produced a positive 

effect. The organization had helped ex-Mathammas build houses right in the middle of villages. This 

spatial arrangement aided significantly in the exes‟ reintegration in society and societal acceptance of 

their new role. Closely related to the provision of housing and of comparable significance is the 

provision and access to quality health care. 

As any rehabilitation program would be incomplete if it does not include prevention initiatives, the 

securing of education for the children of current and ex-ritual prostitutes is of utmost importance.  

School registration remains problematic for these children because they are often unable to provide 

their father‟s name. Additionally, even if enlisted in school, children of Devadasis, Mathammas, 

Joginis and Bednis often remain segregated. “Many Devadasi women consequently prefer their 

children not to go to school rather than suffer humiliating treatment from staff and/or bullying from 

other students.” (Black 2007:5). Therefore, not only access but equal access and treatment of those 

children are vital.  

All in all, there is a notable change in the prevalence of the practice and its perpetuation. 

Nevertheless, the women and girls involved are still facing a plethora of problems, exploitation and 

abuse, and their children are strongly discriminated against and marginalized. Complete eradication 

necessitates not only bans and monetary assistance, but also a fully integrated holistic approach 

which addresses all actors (ritual prostitutes, their families, customers, temple priests, and others) and 

all aspects of the what a “normal” life back in society is supposed to entail (education for their 

children, adequate housing, health care, income-generating opportunities, and legal protection). 

Programs should focus on the removal of structural obstacles and the awakening of the dormant 

agency ritual prostitutes have shown to possess. I hope that this piece of writing will in some way aid 

to empower them, realize their desires and “stop this worst tradition”.  



71 

 

APPENDIX  

International Law re: Prostitution and Child Prostitution 

• 1904 – International Agreement for the Suppression of the White Slave Traffic 

• 1910 – International Convention for the Suppression of the White Slave Traffic 

• 1948 – The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

• 1949 – The UN Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and of the 

Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others (entered into force in 1951) 

• 1979 – The Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW) 

• 1989 – The Convention on the Rights of the Child  

• 1992 – Programme of action of the UN Commission on Human Rights on the Sale of 

Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography 

• 1994 – The Cairo Declaration and Programme of Action of the World Conference on 

Population and Development 

• 1999 - ILO Convention 182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour 

• 2000 - UN Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime (Palermo Protocol) 

• 2002 - Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, 

Child prostitution and Child pornography (ratified by India on August 16, 2005) 

• 2002 – SAARS Convention on Preventing and Combating Trafficking In Women and Children 

for Prostitution  

Indian Legislation and Important Events 

• 1857 – Indian Mutiny (First War of Independence) 

• 1861 – Indian Penal Code 

• 1868 – Contagious Diseases Acts 

• 1888 – Repeal of Contagious Diseases Acts 

• 1890 – Anti-Nautch and anti-dedication movement began 

• 1892 – Madras Hindu Social Reform Association 

• 1923 – Prostitution Act (amended 1926 and 1927) 

• 1927 – Meeting of Devadasis and support of Anti-Nautch movement 

• 1929 – Madras Hindu Religious Endowment Act 

• 1930 – Travancore (modern-day Kerala) Act against the system 

• 1934 – Bombay Devadasi Protection Act (revised 1984) 
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• 1947 – Madras Devadasi Prevention of Dedication Act  

• 1950 – Constitution of India  

• 1956 – Suppression of Immoral Traffic in Women and Girls Act (SITA) (enforced in 1958, 

amended 1978) 

• 1982 – Karnataka Devadasis (Prohibition of Dedication) Act (enforced 1984) 

• 1986 – SITA replaced by the Immoral Traffic in Persons and Prevention Act (PITA) 

• 1987 – Andhra Pradesh Act against Devadasi System 

• 1989 – AIDS Prevention Bill 

• 1998 – Government of Maharashtra attempts to amend their state Protection of Commercial 

Sex Worker‟s Act of 1994 

• 2003 – Goa‟s Children‟s Act 

 

(See Orchard 2004: 288-293.) 
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