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Almost in all the parts of India, there is an ancient tradition of offering young boys 

and girls to deities; the tradition is prevalent in many rural areas. Particularly southern 

Maharashtra and northern Karnataka state young boys and girls of tender age are 

offering to the Goddess Yallamma (or Renuka), whose main Shrine is situate in 

village „Soundati‟ in the nearby Belgaum district of Karnataka State (South India). 

These living sacrifices are known as „Devdasi‟ and they lead a wretched life. 

The word „Devadasi‟ might connote ‟Servant of god‟, but in reality a girl child who is 

dedicated to the goddess is no more than a prostitute.  For centuries the repressive 

tradition of Devadasi system has been prevailing in many parts of India. 

Devadasi system is not only exploitation of men, women and impotents but it is the 

organizational exploitation   of lower castes Dalits in the religious rituals. Sanction 

given to prostitution of helpless economically and socially deprived young girls and 

women; It is the glorification of humiliation of women. Inherent in this system is the 

fascistic belief that a certain section of human population, the lower caste, is meant to 

serve the „higher caste‟s superior men‟. Inherent in it is the feudal-lord-temple-priest-

nexus, where the priest, already having a psychological hold over the minds of simple 

people to the point of dictating their way of life, uses his power to give „religious 

sanction‟ to the practice by declaring it „sacred‟, and thus cajole and lure simple 

minded villagers into this worst form of prostitution. 

 The Government of Maharashtra made legislative provisions against exploitation of 

Devdasi woman under the „Devdasi protection and rehabilitation Act 2005‟ The 

implementation process of this Act being considered. 

KEYWORD: Exploitation of men and women in Devdasis system in India 

 

Introduction:  

 Indian Society faces a multitude of myriad social problems, which have 

impeded its all round social and economical growth. 

„Devdasi‟ is one of the complex problems, caused by the social milieu in 

which male are domineering and females are sub-servant. Literally, „Devdasi‟ means 

a “handmaiden of God (or Goddess).” or temple prostitutes.  The Devdasi tradition is 

deeply entrenched in the states like West Bengal, Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, Uttar 

Pradesh, Rajasthan, Gujarat, Orissa and Andhra Pradesh. These are known by 

different names in different parts of the country, such as „Devdasi‟ (female) „Jogata‟ 
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(eunuchs, men dress like women and engage in prostitutes work ) dedicated to 

Goddess Renuka or Yallamma in south Maharashtra and north Karnataka, 

'„Potraj'‟(male) dedicated to Goddess 'Laxmi‟‟all over Maharashtra, „Murali‟ (female) 

and „Vaghya‟ (male) dedicated to God „Khandoba‟ in central Maharashtra, „Bhavin‟ 

or „Devali‟ (female) dedicated to numerous local deities in Konkan and Goa, 

Kadaklaxmi / Ladlaxmi (male) dedicated Goddess laxmi, „Basavi‟ and „Kasabin‟ (all 

females) in some parts of Maharashtra and „Naikin‟ (female) in Uttar pradesh and 

South India. „Sule‟, „Devara‟, „Diyan‟, „Guappa‟, „Nirwan Hijara‟, „Devdas‟, „Dev‟ in 

Maharashtra, Sanis, „Kurampus‟, „Bogmus‟, „Vallangai‟, „Idngai‟ in Tamil Nadu, 

Kerala and also some other parts of India „Hijara‟ mostly found in M.P. and U.P. and 

Maharashtra‟s capital cities like Bombay, Agra, Delhi, Lucknow, Calcutta, Pathana, 

Kanpur etc. In reality the tradition serves as a large conduit for the supply of new 

flesh to the country‟s commercial sex trade.(1) 

There are more than 450,000 Devadasis trapped in this form of prostitution, deified 

and glorified by the heinous religious sanctions. According to the 1934 Devadasi 

Security Act, this practice is banned in India. This ban was reinforced again in 1980s 

but the law is broken every day. Poverty and „Untouchablity‟ contribute to the 

persistence of this terrible practice.(2) 

Many of these women were tiny girls when they became Devadasies, "dedicated" to 

the sect by poverty-stricken parents unable to pay their future dowries and hopeful 

that a pleased goddess would make the next pregnancy a boy. Tradition has for 

centuries locked Devadasies into a proscribed and highly stigmatized social role. 

Forbidden to marry or work outside the temple, they have spent their lives tending the 

shrines and decorating altars, singing and dancing, telling devotional stories and 

collecting coins from worshippers to support themselves and their religious work. 

In antiquity, these young boys and girls were offered to the temples and shrines of 

Hindu deities, so that they would keep the temple premises clean, assist the priest in 

performing his rituals, look after the comforts of patrons and worshippers when they 

visited the temple and generally act as servant of God.(3) 

  Historical background: 

With the passage of time, the practice changed into an organized social system 

and the noble intention of serving the God changed into serving the priests, the 

patrons and the worshippers. Particularly, the young girls come to be exploited for 

physical pleasures by all and sundry warped minds in the society encouraged the 

practice as it would ensure free supply of unattached young maidens. Predatory male 

also were not long in devising ingenious ways for heightening their pleasures; 

„Angbhog‟ (sexually caressing a Devdasi bedecked in fine clothes and ornaments), 

„Rangbhog‟ (enjoying the company of a singing and dancing Devdasi) and 

„Shayanbhag‟ (actually sleeping with a Devdasi for sex). (4) 

 

Goddess Yallama’s Devdasis and Jogate: 

Generally, the origin of the practice in Maharashtra and Karnataka is traceable 

to the shrine of Goddess „Renuka‟ (Yallamma) at Soundhatti in Belgaum District of 

Karnataka state. Even a coservative estimate shows that the population of Devdasi‟s 

and Jogatas in area alone is around 28000 and their number certainly exceeds in 

Belgaum District. Another estimate shows that every year before 1990 about 4000 

young girls between the age of 4 to 22 years were become Devdasi during Goddess 

Yallamma‟s fairs held at Soundhatti town of Karnataka state. 
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It had come to light out of 4000 or so now Devdasis every year, about 90% 

enter the tradition under the pretext of fulfilling the vows taken by their parents; while 

the remaining 10% become Devdasi under the twin influences of customs like being a 

daughter of a Devdasi or family tradition of offering atleast one daughter to the 

Goddess.  Goddess Yallamma‟s fairs are held twice a year on the occasion‟s of 

„Randpunam‟ (a particular fullmoon day) and Mahipunam (the annual festival and fair 

time in southern Maharashtra), in month of December. The ritual of offering the girls 

or boys to the Goddess. Beings with a ceremony in which they are symbolically 

married off to the Goddess or to her dagger (Khanjir). After this marriage in Hindu 

tradition the boy undergoes a symbolic gender change (in rare cases, even a crude 

castration is performed, using country liquor for sedation and mixture of holy ash and 

herbs for healing the wond), while the female is called „Devdasi‟, the male is called 

„Jogata‟. The Devdasi life begins with the oath that thenceforth, she will maintain 

herself and her dependents strictly with the begging of „Jogwa‟ with the help of a 

„Paradi‟. A Devdasi is forbidden for marrying and other young man or women after 

the ritual marriage to the Goddess Yallamma, but as a temporal and moral support, 

she is allowed to taken in one or two male companions without formal marriage. She 

is also made to wear a „Darshan‟ (a white and red class bead necklace), which is 

symbolic of her availability to anyone interested in sexual relation.(5) 

Soon after her initiation and whether or not she has come off the age, a female 

Devdasi must sexually gratify the male worshippers of the Goddess. Some even pay 

her handsome money for her deflowering and maintain her until an agent of the flesh 

trade buys her off and send to the brothels in cities like Bombay or Culcutta to carry 

on the oldest profession in the world. Later on, when she has lost her charms and 

beauty, she returns to her home village and works there as an „Akka‟ (supplier of 

young girls to the commercial sex trade). Occasionally, when it serves her demonic 

purposes, this „Akka‟ pretends to be a „Possessed‟ women and a medium for 

delivering the Goddess‟s messages to the worshippers. Through this trick, she catches 

young girls in the village by telling her parents that the Goodess wants their daughter 

to become a Devdasi. This is how the cycle of bringing in young girls into the 

Devdasi tradition goes on and every year, thousands of innocent young girls become 

Devdasi to satisfy the male lust, all in the name of the Goddess even today unopenly 

and indirectly from law fear outside of Soundhati fair.(6) 

In another twist, even the urban babies are pledged as Devdasis by their 

parents because of a vow taken to evade some calamity or for obtaining fulfillment of 

a certain wish. 

 

 Distinguishing of features of a female Devdasis in Karnataka and Maharashtra:  
 There area certain features by which male and female „Devdasi‟, „Jogata‟ are 

identified. The following features identify a female Devdasi of Yallamma Goddess in 

the areas of Karnataka and Maharashtra state. 

1. Jat (a thickened bunch of hair) : 

 In the superstitious atmosphere of village, a girl or a woman who grows a „Jat‟ 

in her hair must necessarily became a Devdasi. The „Jat‟ appears because of unkempt 

hair and unclean habits, but it is interpreted as a summons from the Goddess to 

become a Devdasi. Other Devdasi in village frighten the girl‟s parents that if the girl 

is not offered in marriage the Goddess, the whole family would be destroyed under a 

curse from the Goddess. After becoming Devdasi, the „Jat‟ is purposefully cultivated 

and made into a thick wad of all the hair on the head and bandied around proudly. 

From body hygine point of view, this sticky, smelly, dirty and muddy wad of hair is 
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crawling with the lice and bacteria, giving rise to skin diseases and mental agony. 

Those men who still wish to have a sex with the doomed woman must have really 

perverted minds. 

2) Darshan (a neckless of white and red glassbeads) : 

 A proclaimed Devdasi wears a „Darshan‟ around her neck. As already stated, 

this announces her availability for sex, even in rape case women Devdasi cult wont 

allows justice of police station or court. 

3) Paradi (a small hand-held bamboo basket) : 

 Devdasi uses this as a begging bowl. The Paradi carries in it the metal idols of 

Goddess Yallamma and a small cloth pouch with twin compartments, one containing 

yellow turmeric powder and another red kumkum. She accepts money, pounded rice 

or the available grain as an alm and liberally applies turmeric powder on the giver‟s 

forehead. 

4) ‘Jag’ (a large bamboo basket of Yallamma Goddess idols carried on head) : 

 This too is a begging basket and contains seven or more small metal idols of 

assorted Gods a drived cobra head and one large idol of Yallama. The alms received 

are put in this basket. 

5) Suti-choundak (a chord musical instrument) 

 While beginning, carries this under her left arpit and beating time with right 

hand fingers, sings devotional song praising the Goddess. 

6) Jogwa (Begging) : 

 Jogawa is the traditional right of a Devdasi. As per her oath taken before the 

Goddess, she must maintain herself by begging only. On reaching the door of the 

would be alms giver, she hollers „Akkandi Jogwa‟ meaning “continuos begging”. The 

yell is associated only with the Devdasi and not with other beggars. An unattached 

Devdasi may beg throughout the week, but a housewife Devdasi would beg only from 

atleast five houses each on Tuesday and Friday‟s the days marked for the Goddess. 

7) Bhandara (Turmeric Powder) : 

 Bhandara is another name for the turmeric powder in Devdasi cult. Devdasi, 

Murali applies to the forehead of the almsgiver. 

8) Observances :  

Devdasis generally observe Tuesday and Fridays by begging as the days of the 

Goddess. Some of them also do a fast on these days. 

9) Possessed :  
Some female Devdasi put on show of begging possessed on certain occasions 

and days. When in trance, they prophesize about future events concerning a person. 

Superstitious people accept these as pronouncements uttered by the Goddess herself. 

 Distinguishing  Features of male Jogata:   

 All the distinguishing features that appear in a „Devdasi‟ are found in a 

„Jogata‟ also some features, however are particular to them. These are being described 

below : 

1) Use of Sari : 

 A male becoming a „Jogata‟ is made to wear a sari at the time of his initiation, 

which he continuous for his life. 

2) Feminine Gesture : 

 A Jogata tries to behave like an accomplished women and overdoes his 

gestures and facial expressions. He also pretends to be attracted (or may be really is 

attracted) towards men. In any case, along with his sari and pretended felinity, he 

really is a pathetic figure. 
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3) Liberal use of cosmetics : 

 Jogatas overuse facial cosmetics to hide facial hair and shaving marks as also 

different skin cream on hands and feet to soften it up. 

4) Menstruation : 

 Due to acutely developed female psyche, a few Jogatas claim that they too 

undergo menstruation- an anatomical impossibility. 

5) Change in name : 

 Many Jogatas change their original male names and only respond to an 

adopted female names. 

 It is observed that majority of the Devdasis children‟s are not known their 

father such children adopted their mothers name in identification.(7) 

 

 Welfare of Devdasis past and present: 

 The Devdasi welfare could be visualized as acting on three planes, namely, 

(1) Devdasi Rehabilitation: making present Devdasi / Jogatas leave the tradition and 

facilitate their resettlement in social mainstream through economically gainful 

activities. (2) Devdasi Prevention: preventing new boys and girls from entering the 

tradition; and (3) Devdasi Traditions: totally eliminating the Devdasi tradition from 

the socio-religious culture. 

 A look in the past of the Devdasi tradition reveals that despite being taken as a 

part of religious rituals, there indeed had been attempts at eradicating and containing 

the tradition, because of its ill effects on the society. 

 Evidence shows that the Devdasi tradition was part of socio-religious life of 

India since antiquity till about Middle Ages, Populace was in utter awe of God and 

Godly affairs and in total subjugation of the priestly class. Particularly, the age-old 

Devdasi tradition must have caused a considerable social strife, because in the 17
th

 

Century India, Mogul Emperor Aurangzeb for first time tries to abolish the Devdasi 

tradition by demolishing the temple of God khandoba at Jejuri in Maharashtra. The 

temple was producing a large number of „Muralis‟ (Devdasi of God Khandoba). The 

effort, however, did not succeed and to this day, Khandoba temple continuous to be 

the fountainhed of‟Muralis‟, majority numbers of Muralis are belonged to the 

backward class communities which is exploited sexually, socially by Hindu religion 

today.(8) 

 By the beginning of the present century, Chirtian lady Missionary Amy 

Carmichael witnessed the Devdasi practice in south India. On 1
st
 march 1901, she 

rescued a young girl just initiated as Devdasi in Tuticorin village near Madurai in 

Tirunelvelli district of the then Madras province. Later on, she led a delegation to the 

administrative officers of the district. From June 1904, Amy carmichael had rescued 

and adopted about seventeen such girls from the clutches of Devdasi tradition. She 

started a Devdasi Rescue Home names „Tara Mandal‟ for them as a part of broader 

rehabilitation programme and also started giving them basic education. She extended 

her Devdasi rehabilitation work by starting a home for the children of the Devdasi at 

Donavar. The year 1901, therefore is recognized as the beginning of the organized 

effort for the rehabilitation of the Devdasi in today‟s state of Tamil Nadu. 

 In Maharashtra, renowned social reformer Vithal Ramji Shinde conducted a 

census of „Muralis‟ and „Devdasis‟ and published an essay on the Devdasi 

exploitation subject in 1907. According to his findings, majority of the Muralis and 

Devdasis belonged to the backward castes (then known as „depressed classes). He 

also pointed out that the males in these classes condoned even supported, the tradition 

because of their addiction to alcohol. On25th April 1990, he organized a public 
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meeting at Jejuri against the practice of Murali. Maharaja Sarjajirao Gaikwad (King 

of Badodra) of the erst while Princely state of Baroda had extended his support to 

Shinde‟s exertions. 

In 1934, the British Government of India enacted a Devdasi Prevention Act 

and made it applicable first to the Bombay Province and later to Mysore state. But the 

Act remained on paper and was never really enforced in independ India. 

Christian Missionary famous doctor Willium Wallness and Mrs. Mary 

Wallness, Mr. Haward and Mrs. Haward of Miraj and Kadoli Central Maharashtra 

were also working with religious gospel for Devdasi tradition, eradication and tried to 

help such women. (9) 

During the period from 1940 to 1950, Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar rapidly 

improved the depressed classes to eradicate the Devdasi tradition from amongst them. 

He published quite a few articles on this problem and maintained that the Devdasi 

tradition was the creation of the upper castes and it is for the lower castes to abolish it. 

The tradition is sustained by the adolescent and young boys and girls 

dedicated to the Goddess Yallama of Soundhati. Particularly, the lower caste 

population in Belgaum district of Karnataka and Kolhapur, Sangli district of 

Maharashtra is in the grip of both the tradition and he fear of the Goddess. The 

combination has been fountainhead of several social malaises. 

It is therefore noteworthy that many socially aware individuals and some 

voluntary service organizations have taken the initiative in attacking the tradition and 

alleviating the tradition and alleviating the social strife caused by it. In response to the 

social awakening brought by these individuals and service organizations, the state 

Government has formulated certain welfare schemes for the rehabilitation of the 

Devdasi. These are, 

(1) Devdasi marriage scheme, (2) Devdasi Pension Shceme, (3) Devdasi 

Rehabilitation Centre (sponsored by the western Maharashtra Development 

Corporation), (4) Hostel for Devdasi children, apart from it many social voluntary 

organizations are working for Devdasi rehabilitation directly and indirectly. „Jat 

Nirmulan‟ one of them also presently  working by Dr. B. S. Ghatage working as  

Associate professor  Karmveer Hire College, of Gargoti, Kolhapur Maharashtra.   

Methodology adopted: 

 Present research collected data from 200 respondent Devdasis from different 

parts of Karnataka and Maharashtra state by using interview schedule through 

accidental sampling method, observation, and participation, case study, also used in 

empirical data for understanding Devdasis Psycho-social problems. 

 

 Conclusions: 

 Devdasi tradition is a part of India‟s socio-religious culture since ancient 

times. The original religious nobleness of the tradition, however, has given way to 

sexual exploitation of young females and the tradition has degenerated into a 

malevolent social practice. The tradition also acts as a conduit for the supply of young 

girls and illicit sex trade. Mostly the young men and women from backward castes, 

who also are illiterate, poor or physically handicapped fall victim to the Devdasi 

tradition. Literacy, poverty, superstations are the major causes for the continuation of 

the tradition. Devdasi, Jogata life is very miserable because of its uphill struggle for 

the individual. By tradition he / she has to maintain himself / herself by begging only 

male Jogatas and adolescent Devdasi children are also more susceptible to addiction 

and morality / socially corrupt behavior. This in itself causes another set of Hindu 

religion social problems.  
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 During last decade or so, under pressure from these organizations, the state 

Government has enacted certain legal measures for the prevention of the Devdasi 

tradition as well as has implemented several schemes for Devdasi rehabilitation. 

Unfortunately however, the legal measures are ineffective because of the superstition, 

generally prevalent in the society; while the benefit of the rehabilitation effort have 

not reached all the Devdasis. 

 Recommendations: 

 Since illiteracy, superstition and poverty among the backward caste 

communities are the root causes behind the continuation of the Devdasi tradition, it 

would be appropriate to attack these through organized effort; particularly, the 

Government should spread head this effort by allocating trained personnel and 

resources for eradicating Devdasi and such other evil traditions. Radio, Television, 

Mass Media should not accept such belief for propaganda in the name of part of 

culture but should work with anti-superstition drive. Government should stop the 

facilities such superstitious fairs  such as provide S. T. Buses, Drinking Water 

Supplies, Security, Medicines and Protection of the people. 

 „Jat‟ removal campaigns and also educates the people in personal hygine and 

clean living habits. The organizations already engaged in „Jat‟ removal work be 

encouraged in their endeavor. 

 The Devdasi system Abolition and Rehabilitation Act 1990, of the 

Government of Maharashtra be strictly enforced, the ritualistic Devdasi marriage be 

prevented, if necessary with the force of law; village-level fairs of the Goddess 

Yallama be discouraged by persuading people not to attend as well as boycott these 

fairs. 

 Female Devdasis in marriageable age-group may be appropriately helped to 

marry and settle down. For this, the implementation of the Devdasi marriage scheme 

and Devdasi Training and Rehabilitation Scheme be strengthened, so that these 

women became economically independent. Education for Devdasi children, pension 

for old Devdasis and Jogata and get special attention under the prevailing poverty 

eradication programmes, so that these children may start their own small business in 

industries.  

 Overall the reach of the Devdasi prevention, eradication and rehabilitation 

work being conducted both under Governmental and Voluntary auspices has to 

increase many fold to make an effective impression on the age-old evil tradition. This 

work will however be effective only if the whole society wakes up to the problem and 

augments the ongoing effort.  
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