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ABSTRACT 

Devadasis or Joginis were young girls dedicated to the service of temples. This 

system was widely practiced in southern India, where they had a rich artistic 

tradition of dance and music, and were protected by their royal patrons. However, 

the modern day variation of the Devadasi practice is a mere shadow of the Hindu 

religious practice it was over 1700 years ago.  Today, it is synonymous with 

temple prostitution and ritualized sex slavery. Former embodiments of godly 

elegance and grace, who were held in such high esteem, are now leading lives of 

abject poverty and forced prostitution. 

 Unlike its sacred origin story, the tradition is now fuelled by caste bias, poverty, 

community pressure and superstitious beliefs. The practice is believed to have 

died out years ago. However, it is still prevalent in some parts of South India. This 

paper will trace out the history of Devadasis and the circumstances that led to their 

current situation. It will delve into an account of the difficulties faced by them, as 

well as the lacunae in the legislations passed by the government. Most 

importantly, a three-fold strategy to eradicate this practice and rehabilitate the 

women and their children will be detailed. This is an archaic practice of 

established gender inequality that is rooted in cultural patterns, and it must come 

to an end.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In the 3rd century AD, Kalidasa, one of the greatest writers of ancient India, made a reference 

to ‘dancing girls’ that were present in the famed Mahakaal temple in Ujjain, in his work, 

Meghduta.  

“Begemmed their hands, and their jingling navels please, 

Though wearying the chowries and the dances. 

But shoot your raindrops through the nail marks, soothing, 

The courtesans will cast you sidelong glances, 

Their rows in unison as honey bees.”1 

These girls were known by many names- ‘Devar Adigalar’ in Tamil Nadu, ‘Basavi’ or ‘Jogini’ 

in Karnataka, ‘Mathangi’ in Maharashtra and most commonly, Devadasis. The term ‘Devadasi’ 

is a Sanskrit word that translates to ‘a female servant of God’. They were young girls who were 

dedicated to the service of temples. They had a rich artistic tradition of dance and music, and 

were prevalent in the Southern Indian states of Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, and Tamil Nadu. 

There is no definite origin of this tradition. It is estimated to have emerged somewhere between 

the 3rd and 12th century. Agamas, or ancient Hindu texts, laid down the rules for temple worship. 

Dance and music was considered to be an inherent constituent of deity worship. Therefore, it 

is no surprise that the grandeur of temples were affirmed by the presence of a multitude of 

dancing and singing girls that were permanently attached to them. 

These Devadasis were women who were dedicated to the service of the deity for the entirety of 

their lives. They would be initiated at a very young age, and would spend their time learning 

traditions, rituals and focused on perfecting their arts. Devadasis were respected members of 

society, and artists who kept traditions alive.2 In fact, Bharatanatyam is nothing but a modern 

incarnation of the Sadir dance performed by these women centuries ago. Devadasis were often 

referred to as a caste, but according to the Devadasis themselves, there is only a Devadasi way 

of life, and no Jāti, or caste. Some believe that the practice arose from the myth of Renuka, the 

wife of Jamadagni, who was beheaded by her son, Parasurama. It was during the Chola rule 

that the Devadasis were at the height of their powers and glory. They received patronage from 

 
1 Kalidasa, The Cloud Messenger, Meghaduta, 8 (C. John Holcombe, Ocaso Press Ltd, 2008). 

 
2 Sathyanarayana T N, Babu GR, Targeted Sexual Exploitation of Children and Women in India: Policy 

Perspectives On Devadasi System, ANN TROP MED PUBLIC HEALTH (Jul.17, 2012) 

http://www.atmph.org/text.asp?2012/5/3/157/98603. 
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the King’s Court, as well as the temple and general public. They were given tax-free land and 

received large sums of money and other riches. 

 

UNDERSTANDING THE TRADITION: 

The Devadasis were a professional, matriarchal, and traditional community that developed 

well-defined practices, customs, and traditions best suited to live their lives without suppressing 

their physical needs, or emotional needs.3 It is true that they did not live their lives adhering to 

the normal rules of sexual morality as that of other Hindu married women, but it is important 

to be remembered that the mere fact that they were married to a deity did not mean that they 

could be deprived of the regular pleasures of life: love, companionship, and child-bearing. 

There is a common misconception that Hinduism is an extremely conservative religion with no 

room for “immorality” and other liberal views. One cannot understand the practices of the 

Devadasis with such a mindset. Understanding the life and customs of the practice is imperative 

in order to understand the true broad-minded, magnanimous, and liberal culture that Hinduism 

truly was. Young sex workers, especially in third world countries are often painted as 

causalities of backward traditions, poverty, and victimization. These characterizations, 

although creating a tragic narrative that boosts sympathy, often fail to capture the actual 

complexities of the experiences of these girls. The Devadasi system, especially, is a victim of 

this twisted narrative. It is important to study this system with utmost sensitivity without 

isolating it from the micro and macro variables that led to their downfall and current situation. 

 

HISTORY AND RELIGIOUS SANCTION: 

The Devadasi tradition is not one that is rooted in scriptures. However, multiple scriptures make 

a reference to prostitution. The Arthashastra, an ancient Indian treatise does mention provisions 

for the taxation of prostitutes, but there is no mention of sacred or temple prostitution. The 

reason as to why it is almost impossible to find accounts of prostitution with reference to the 

Devadasi practice is because, at that time, it was unimaginable to link the two subjects- 

Devadasis and prostitution- such was the respectable nature of these women. Kalidasa’s 

Meghduta made references to dancing girls, and several Puranas recommended the enlistment 

of singing and dancing girls during worship. The affluence and reputation of a temple was 

directly related to the number of Devadasis present. For instance, the Brihadeeshwarar Temple 

 
3 ELISABETTA RUSPINI ET AL, Women and religion: Contemporary and future challenges in the Global Era, 

79-92 (1st ed., Policy Press, 2019). 
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at Tanjore maintained over 400 such girls.4  The reason as to why this practice seems more 

rooted in the South rather than the North of India is because of the destruction of temples by 

Muslim invaders. 

It is of no doubt that the Devadasis brought in the two things that temples were in need of: 

money and publicity. The girls would find wealthy patrons and were invited to a large number 

of auspicious occasions. The concept of ‘dedication’ of a girl made it a symbol of prestige to 

sponsor her. Her mother and grandmother would arrange for a desirable man. There was an 

implied contract in place- the devadasi would not provide her offspring, nor any duties that a 

wife would usually have, and in return, her progeny would not lay any sort of claim on 

inheritance.5 After the Potukattu, the thali-tying ceremony, or any other relevant ritual, the girl 

was considered to be a Nithyasumangali: a woman free from widowhood.  Touching or 

speaking to these women without their consent was an offence equated to blasphemy. This way 

of living was in sharp contrast to the mainstream patriarchal society. Being a devadasi was not 

associated with any sort of shame or denial. In fact, it was a celebration of female existence. 

However, the Devadasis we know now are women leading lives of abject poverty and 

humiliation. The fall of the devadasis can be linked with the fall of their patrons. With invasions 

from Britain, the Indian kings and patrons lost their power, and in some cases, temples were 

totally destroyed. Therefore, Devadasis were left deprived of their means of support, forcing 

them towards prostitution and beggary. The British could not understand the concept of 

Devadasis and equated them to common street performers. In the 1890s, the Reformists 

launched the Anti-Nautch movement. They advocated the abolition of all dedication ceremonies 

and rituals. The supporters of this movement were mainly educated Hindus who, although with 

good intentions, did not completely understand the nuances of this practice. This led to the 

complete suppression of the Sadir dance and its performance. Later, in the early 1930s, Periyar 

launched the Self-Respect Movement, condemning the practice and advocating the marriage of 

Devadasis. This was a successful movement is one of the major reasons for the absence of 

Devadasis in Tamil Nadu. 

The punitive action against Devadasis is baffling considering that prostitution was not protested 

against with the same fervor. In fact, prostitution was encouraged near British cantonments.6 

The Britishers’ arguments of Western rationality and logic was a thin veil for  “civilizing” 

 
4 Thanjavur  through the ages, The Hindu, (Sept.15, 2010) 
5 Amrit Srinivasan, Reform and Revival: The Devadasi and Her Dance, Economic And Political Weekly, No. 44, 

1869-1876 (Nov. 2, 1985) 
6 Sudhanshu Bhandari, Prostitution in Colonial India, XLVIII (26) Mainstream Weekly (June 19, 2010). 
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Indian culture that was considered primitive. Devadasis are not, and never were prostitutes. 

They were artists who kept traditional dance forms alive. The lack of empathy shown by the 

Britishers and the Reformists show the colonial mindset and the bias towards Indian culture. 

All these movements remain nothing but pages in our history books, but the fact still remains 

that the Devadasis are now destitute women who have neither family, nor institutional support. 

 

 

Male Devadasis: 

While the plights of the female Devadasis are discussed, there is a section of the Devadasis that 

is often overlooked. The lives of male Jogappas in the Hubli-Dharwad region of Northern 

Karnataka never come into discussion. Forced into believing that the goddess Yellamma has 

bestowed divine possession, the transition of a young boy into a Jogin is initiated by a set of 

"incurable" physical ailments like rashes, foul odour, fits and even dreadlocks. They are 

considered serious symptoms of divine possession and neither the priest nor the local witch 

doctor is able to provide with a cure. The parents of the child ultimately turn to a place called 

Saundatti where these boys are taken into the “service” of the goddess. 

Their growth and behaviour are observed closely by the priests. They are commanded to wear 

sarees by the priests who claim it to be the only solution to the possession. Of course, 

superstition plays a role in determining the 'purity' of these boys. Blessed by the goddess as 

they are, if the boys do transform into what people call 'Hijras', or transgenders. The transition 

of these boys are complete and they are admitted into the goddess's service and join the Jogappa 

community. They are pushed to wear Sarees and a Muthu (a wedding knot with white and red 

beads worn by devadasis). If these boys refuse to undergo any change in their physical or 

hormonal structure, they are proclaimed to be taken over by dark magic.  

The 'hijras' who are the face of the transgender community in mainstream Indian society, do 

not command the respect the Jogappas are blessed with in Karnataka. Every year from 

November to December, thousands flock to the Saundatti temple to take part in the 'Jatre', which 

literally translates to ‘festival’. This is the annual celebration of the Jogappas in Karnataka. But 

sadly they have been equated to eunuchs by many and neglected, and sometimes reviled. They 

later blend in with the other transgender people at the height of festivities. For a transgender in 

India, the initiation as a Jogappa is desirable as it  has two major advantages: one, they are 

chosen by the goddess Yellamma as her devotee, and therefore are provided shelter in her 

temples. Secondly, a halo of divinity surrounds them which creates a hair more respect for these 
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men as compared to the other Hijras. They are also saved from the castration process that is 

prevalent among them. 

But even if this seems to be a boon, there are consequences of being a Jogappa. They are 

required to lead an austere life and are ascetics. Anyone found to be active in their sexual life 

is severely punished by the members of the community. Due to this, Jogappas tend to keep their 

sexual life secret. These men also turn to natural remedies and prayer for their health, instead 

of hospitals. This practice also makes it difficult to provide health care for STDs and other 

medicines. 

As in the case of the female Joginis, the family members abandon these people after they are 

admitted into the service of the goddess. In spite of the respect associated with the tradition, the 

Jogappas are finding it extremely difficult to find livelihood. They are prohibited from begging 

in shops or public places due to their “divinity”. They are also not allowed to take part in Pujas 

or Jogas, removing any chance of earnings. Having no retreat Jogappas turn to a promiscuous 

life for survival- selling their bodies for money. With the demographic changes and beliefs the 

divinity of Jogappas will vanish leaving them vulnerable and as a page in the history of folklore. 

 

PROBLEMS FACED BY THE DEVADASIS: 

The current Devadasi system is a misunderstood and deteriorated concept which has been 

reduced to a base of operations for human trafficking, abuse, prostitution and slavery. 

Devadasis initially only offered their companionship to kings and other noblemen. As the years 

passed by, they began offering services to the common public as well. The problem begins with 

social stigma. The Devadasis are viewed through a lens of caste superiority and revulsion. 

According to the National Commission for Women, there are 48,358 Devadasis in India7. The 

majority of active devadasis are in Karnataka, with over 22,491 individuals, Andhra Pradesh 

with 16,624 individuals, and Maharashtra with 2,479 individuals. Most of them belong to the 

scheduled caste community. 

Many of them are children as young as 11 or 12 years of age. These girls attain puberty at 12 

or 13 years of age, and get their first sexual partner by the time they reach 15. They are clueless 

about protection, making them vulnerable to sexually transmitted diseases. There is also a 

substantial risk of pregnancies at a young age. With additional mouths to be fed, it becomes 

very difficult for the women to escape the clutches of this system. A majority are from orthodox 

rural backgrounds, and as a result, do not have access to education. With a culmination of 

 
7 ‘Project Combat’ Launched to Eradicate ‘Devadasi’ System, The Hindu (Jan. 30, 2006) 
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illiteracy, helplessness and desperation, the children of the Devadasis are also pushed into the 

practice. 

A large number of Devadasis work in the commercial sex industry. According to a recent 

survey conducted by the state of Karnataka, around 26% of the women in the commercial sex 

trade enter it through the Devadasi system. Middle aged women, who are in their thirties are 

considered old for this profession. They end up having sexual intercourse with truck-drivers 

and other random men for meagre amounts.8 The younger women, often girls of 15 or 16, are 

‘dedicated’ to influential men of the village. The Guardian described it perfectly when they 

called it a “veneer of religion covering the supply of concubines to wealthy men”.9 

The system is mostly prevalent among members of lower castes. There are multiple literatures 

showing a strong correlation between the system, poverty and lower castes.10 20% of the 

women are prone to sexually transmitted diseases such as HIV11. The remaining is susceptible 

to urinary tract infections, skin diseases, arthritis, malnutrition, anemia, anxiety and depression.  

Out of the total, not even 20% of them are provided with proper care and medication. 

Some of these women try their best to flee this lifestyle and try to work as seasonal laborers 

and workers, but this becomes difficult once their employers come to know about their previous 

profession. Education is a dream for almost all of them, but the concept of land ownership is 

absolutely nonexistent. Half of them live in single roomed small hovels and only 5% get to live 

in terraced houses. Since their name has been dragged in the mud, familial support is harder to 

get than a day’s food. Add to this the humiliation and jibes they hear from the people 

surrounding them, survival becomes bleak. As an old Marathi saying goes: “Devadasi devachi, 

bayko saarya gavachi.” meaning “a Devadasi is a servant of God, but the wife of the whole 

town.” 

 

EFFORTS BY THE LEGISLATURE: 

The first legal provisions for these women were taken in the year 1925. Sections 372 and 373 

of the Indian Penal Code illegalized prostitution and highlighted that no girl under the age of 

18 should be compelled to have illicit intercourse in the name of profession. The real major 

 
8 Krithika Rajam, How Devadasis went from having High Social Status to being Sex Slaves and Child 

Prostitutes, Your Story (Apr. 24, 2017)  https://yourstory.com/2017/04/devadasis-india 
9(Nash Colundalur) (Beebon Kidron), Devadasis are a cursed community, The Guardian (Jan. 22, 2011, 00:30 

IST) https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2011/jan/21/devadasi-india-sex-work-religion 
10Dr.V.Bharathi Harishankar, Dr.M.Priyamvadha, Exploitation of Women as Devadasis and its Associated Evils, 

102-105 

http://ncwapps.nic.in/pdfReports/Exploitation_of_Women_as_Devadasis_and_its_Associated_Evils_Report.pdf 
11 Id. at p.128 
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change was brought about by the Bombay Devadasi Protection Act of 1934. This was followed 

by the Madras Devadasi (Prevention of Dedication) Act, and the Karnataka Devadasi 

(Prohibition of Devadasi) Act, 1982. This act deems dedication to be unlawful and penalizes 

any person who performs permits, takes part or abets any act of dedication or furtherance. 

Any such person can be imprisoned for a term that can extend to 3 years and fine of Rs. 2000. 

If the person is a parent or a relative the punishment increases to imprisonment to 5 years with 

a minimum of 2 years and a maximum fine of Rs. 5000 with the minimum being Rs. 2000. It 

extends powers to the state government to make any rules regarding the same. The Karnataka 

act provided significantly for the welfare, rehabilitation, custody and welfare for these 

Devadasis. This was followed by a similar enactment in Andhra Pradesh in 1988. 

 

FAILURES OF LEGISLATIONS: 

More than 37 years have passed since the Karnataka Devadasi (Prohibition of Dedication) Act. 

However, the state government has only laid out the framework, and even now, there are no 

rules as to implementation. A study by NLSIU and Tata Institute of Social Sciences exposed 

the neglect and apathy shown by the government towards this disturbing practice that still 

haunts communities.12 

1. Ineffective legislation: The act itself focuses mostly on the prosecution of the 

perpetrators, and most disturbingly, the victims themselves, but not rehabilitation. 

(i) The POCSO Act, 2012 has not made any sort of reference to it in the 

form of sexual exploitation of children. 

(ii) The Juvenile Justice Act, 2015 does not recognize these children as 

children in need of care and protection. 

(iii) Neither the  Immoral Traffic Prevention Act, 1956, nor the Trafficking 

of Persons (Prevention, Protection and Rehabilitation) Bill, 2018 

recognize these girls as human trafficking victims. 

 

2. Reporting: Not even 50% of the Devadasis are aware of the legislations prohibiting 

dedication. Due to a culmination of illiteracy, indifference and lack of awareness, 

reporting itself becomes very difficult. This can also be attributed to the circumstances 

 
12 Prakash Kamat, 36 Years After Law, Girls Still Forced Into Devadasi Custom, The Hindu (Jan. 15, 2019 

00:44 IST), https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/other-states/36-years-after-law-girls-still-forced-into-

devadasi-custom/article25995956.ece 
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these women are brought up in. In fact, there were only 4 cases reported between 2011 

and 2017. The study revealed that mentally or physically challenged children were more 

vulnerable to this practice.  Devadasis are often forcibly sold into the sex-trade and most 

shockingly, the practice still receives patronage from families and communities. 

Moreover, dedication happens in a closed family unit, making rescue and rehabilitation 

extremely difficult. 

 

3. Indifference and Fear: The people who force or encourage a young girl to become a 

Devadasi are her own family members. Therefore, it is no surprise that the girls are 

unwilling to report their own family members. Even after a case is registered, it is highly 

unlikely that they will cooperate with the police, or the courts. Moreover, law 

enforcement also fails to take suo-moto cognizance of these issues. There is also a lack 

of coordination between agencies. As reiterated before, the Devadasis continue to 

languish due to a culmination of poverty, caste bias, and illiteracy. Most Devadasis are 

the sole breadwinner of their family, making survival difficult. 

Despite the legislations being passed, the practice still continues to thrive. This is due to two 

major reasons: firstly, lacunae in the implementation of the legislation, and secondly, poor 

formulation. The punishments and the promises quantified are simply not strong enough to curb 

the practice. Since 1988, only seven cases have been registered in Andhra Pradesh, with zero 

convictions. Karnataka has registered around 45 cases, with only one conviction.13 There is a 

lethargic attitude surrounding cases of dedication, with officials unwilling to act. Most of the 

rehabilitation work pertaining to these Devadasis are done by NGOs, with the State not 

endeavoring to even lift a finger. 

 Another flaw of these legislations are that most of them focus only on punishing the 

perpetrators of this practice. Though punishment is an important facet, the legislations tend to 

focus only on the punitive aspect, rather that that rehabilitation aspect, i.e. providing the women 

with means of livelihood, education, and so on.  The Devadasi practice is one of the most 

neglected issues in our country. The lack of education and awareness has made people grow 

accustomed to systematic violation of human rights and institutionalized rape, and they begin 

to accept it as tradition. The Devadasis continue to languish and deteriorate in the shadows. 

 

 
13 Dr.V.Bharathi Harishankar, Dr.M.Priyamvadha, ‘Exploitation of Women as Devadasis and its Associated 

Evils’, 51,  (2016) 

http://ncwapps.nic.in/pdfReports/Exploitation_of_Women_as_Devadasis_and_its_Associated_Evils_Report.pdf 
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EFFORTS BY THE JUDICIARY: 

The Devadasi system not only violates Indian domestic law, but also international covenants 

such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights, and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. In 

spite of India being a signatory to each one of these, there are three hurdles with regard to the 

application of international human rights law to Indian soil.14 

(i) Most of the treaties or covenants do not have any enforcement mechanisms, limiting 

their practical applicability. 

(ii) The international community has to rely on Indian courts to apply international law 

to these complaints- which, needless to say, is never enforced properly. 

(iii) It is very difficult to hold individuals accountable in an international forum due to 

the underground nature of the practice. 

In spite of the numerous legislations prohibiting the practice, the application of the law has not 

been commensurate. Even now, there are no uniform policies to tackle this issue in the five 

Southern states.  In Padmavati’s case, ex parte15, the Madras High Court observed that there 

were no scriptures in the Hindu religion and usage that sanctioned this practice. A transgression 

of penal law is a transgression of public law, which overrides every rule and precept of private 

law. In Vishal Jeet v. Union of India16, where a PIL was filed against the forced prostitution of 

Devadasis, the court observed that in spite of the provisions in each of the acts, desired results 

have not been achieved yet. The court went on to suggest several measures, such as setting up 

a separate Zonal Advisory Committee and rehabilitative homes. In S. L.  Foundation v. Union 

of India 17, in what was held as a major step in women’s rights, the Supreme Court directed the 

Chief Secretary Of State of Karnataka to take all measures with respect to an alleged program 

wherein dedication ceremonies were conducted for Dalit girls. 

Justice K. Ramaswamy J, in Gaurav Jain v. Union of India18, stated that, “Women found in the 

flesh trade should be viewed more as victims of adverse socioeconomic circumstances rather 

than offenders in our society.” 

 

 
14 Ankur Shingal, The Devadasi System: Temple Prostitution in India, UCLA Women's Law Journal, 22(1), 

2015 
15 Ex Parte Padmavati (1870) 5 MHC 415: I Weir 356. 
16 Vishal Jeet v Union of India (1990) AIR 1412. 

 
17S. L.  Foundation v Union of India (2014) 15 SCC 600. 
18 Gaurav Jain v. Union of India (1997) 8 SCC 114 : 1998 SCC (Cri) 25. 
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REHABILITATION STRATEGY: 

The Devadasi practice is one that is deeply embedded into the culture of certain regions- 

especially North Karnataka and parts of Andhra Pradesh. As evidenced above, it is not a simple 

one sided issue, but one with complexities and nuances. 

The Devadasi practice will not be easy to eradicate, but steps can be taken to rehabilitate the 

victims. This can be dealt with in a three-fold strategy. 

1. Segmentation: The greatest problem with tackling the Devadasi issue lies with the 

identification of the affected girls. Due to most of these dedications occurring in closed 

family units, it is very difficult to identify them. They begin to assume a covert nature. 

However, we may use some indicators to take an educated guess as to their location. 

Tarachand, in 1982, stated that being a person of a lower caste was sort of a 

prerequisite to becoming a Devadasi.19 Most of the Devadasi households were 

members of scheduled castes. Girls are dedicated at a very young age by their poverty-

stricken parents. 

The Devadasis are not distributed uniformly- most of them are in Northern 

Karnataka (Raichur and other districts)  and some parts of Andhra Pradesh. It is simply 

not feasible to take a nation or state-wise approach to such an issue. NGOs and 

Government Agencies must segment such districts and tackle each of the social, 

physical and individual issues separately. Judges must demand palpable action from 

state officials and apply the law rigorously. The nexus between the practice and caste 

must be drawn and relevant steps must be taken to concentrate efforts in relevant areas. 

 

2. Collaboration-Integration: An important factor is that of poverty. Poverty eradication 

schemes will help in reducing dedication. The younger Devadasis must be provided 

with education, and the older ones with job-training, or skill-development programs. 

They must be enrolled in social welfare schemes, and be provided with alternate 

sources of income to support themselves. Self-employment can be facilitated through 

the provision of financial aid and vocational support. Some Devadasis may be 

unwilling to accept societal aid and change their lifestyle- additional efforts must be 

taken to include them in the programs or schemes. Group interaction is a requisite for 

 
19 Tarachand, K.C, Devadasi Custom – Rural Social Structure and Flesh Markets (Reliance Publishing House, 

New Delhi, 1992) 
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other Devadasis to share their experiences, this creates a safe atmosphere for the 

women to air out their grievances and helps in community- based healing. 

 

In Karnataka, an amendment to the Karnataka Devadasi (Prohibition of Devadasi) Act, 

1982 act provided for a grant of a sum of money to the Devadasis if they got married. 

However, this was severely misused by the pimps and other people associated with the 

Devadasis. They conducted fake marriages merely to obtain the money. Therefore, 

using this instance as a cautionary tale, due importance should be given to 

implementation.   Healthcare- both physical and mental must be provided. More 

importantly, the basics of heath care, such as sex-education, midwifery and other 

concepts must be taught to the women. 

 

3. Elimination of Stigma: One of the most disturbing aspects of the Devadasi practice is 

the fact that is not only accepted, but propagated by the members of the community. 

Many families fund the dedication ceremony. Local self-help groups, NGOs, and other 

community based organizations must collaborate with each other in order to facilitate 

community participation and acceptance of the Devadasis. Respected members of 

society, such as temple priests, and other senior members of society may create a 

dialogue and organize purification rituals to help facilitate societal acceptance and 

therefore, integration.20 

 

Borrowing from Periyar’s ideas, marriage of the Devadasis is likely to help them in 

searching for their place in the society, but this must be done with caution. Background 

checks must be done on the grooms to ensure that they are not mistreated.21 The 

families of the younger girls must be traced so they can be restored to their loved ones. 

Another important thing to be ensured is anonymity. Due to the stigma attached to 

being a Devadasi, schools and other authorities must not ask for further details, or 

publicize them. The family members in Devadasi-prevalent areas must be sensitized.  

Awareness must be created about the perils and dangers of this practice. Mere 

 
20  Sathyanarayana T N, Babu GR. Targeted sexual exploitation of children and women in India: Policy 

perspectives on Devadasi system. Ann Trop Med Public Health  (2012; 5:157-62) 

21Komila Aggarwal, Right To Human Dignity A Critical Study With Special Reference To The Marginalised 

Section In India (2015) <http://hdl.handle.net/10603/80168> 
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formulation of the policy is not enough to eradicate this practice: importance must be 

given to proper implementation and due regard must be given to policy monitoring 

and assessment. 

 

CONCLUSION: 

The institution of Devadasi was one that bestowed fame and prestige to the women that took 

part in it. It has now devolved into a case of systemic exploitation, sexual slavery and forced 

religious sanction. The right to life enshrined in the constitution does not mean the mere right 

to exist. It refers to the right to live with the meaningful essentialities of life, such as dignity 

and personal liberty. It includes all the rights that make life worth living, and a life without 

dignity is no life at all. 

A Devadasi is a woman who is raped even before she truly understands her own sexuality, who 

is robbed of her innocence, who leads a miserable life with no respect or love, and a woman 

who still struggles to maintain her dignity and self-respect in spite of the revulsion society 

shows towards her. For far too long, she has been living in the shadows, and has not been seen 

as a complete human being: one with hopes, dreams, and aspirations. She is a victim of 

circumstance and her current state does not mean that she has forfeited her right to dignity, and 

as a society, the time has come for us to make amends. 

“When we deny the poor and the vulnerable their own human dignity and capacity for freedom 

and choice, it becomes self-denial. It becomes a denial of both our collective and individual 

dignity, at all levels of society.” 
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