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Women, Temples, and Power Relations in Ritual Performances of India: A Socio-
Historical Reexamination from Prehistory to Post-Colonial Period

Pinky Chadha'

Abstract

Ritual performances in India, serve as a mirror of socio-cultural transformations throughout
the history of this land. This study aims to examine the social position:of the l%)fadasis, that
is, women performing these devotional practices, particularly in ritual-contexts, by analyzing
the historical evolution of their social lives from the emergence of these traditions to the post-
independence era of India (1 1¢Y CE). The central question is how social, political, and
religious relations have influenced the identity, status, and lifestyle of ritual dancers. In
response, the study traces the evolution of the soNle of th}xvomen from temple
spheres to contemporary art stages, demonstrating how institutions.such-as temples, caste
structures, and the colonial process played a dec?&ole in the survival and decline of these
roles. The research method, includes the analysis of historical sources, field observations, and
semi-structured interviews conducted by the author during research trips to India, alongside
interviews with scholars-and practitioners of these ritual performances. The findings indicate
that the redefinition of the Devadasis’ social role from ritual action to cultural practice in the
modern era is not merely an artistic process.but also reflects the tension between tradition,
colonialism, and modernity in Indian society.
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Introduction

Ritual performances in India, particularly those associated with temple worship, constitute one of the oldest and most
intricate intersections of religion, art, and social organization. Among these practices, the Devadasi tradition—women
dedicated to performing sacred dances and rituals in Hindu temples—represents a complex site. where gender, power,
and aesthetic expression intersect. Emerging prominently in South Indian‘temple culture from the early centuries of
the first millennium CE, the Devadasi system was historically situated at the nexus of religious devotion, social
hierarchy, and artistic excellence. These women were simultaneously revered as ritual specialists and invested with
sacred authority, while also navigating the constraints imposed by caste, gender, and socio-politicwerarchies.

induced by colonial interventions and modern reforms,to its contemporary manifestations in secularized artistic
contexts. Central to this investigation is the question: how did social, political, and religious structures shape the
identities, roles, and experiences of women performers in Indian ritual culture,.and how did these structures evolve
over time? By examining the interplay between ritual practice, gendered social roles, and political power, this research
sheds light on the broader dynamics of social change in Indian his

Methods of Research \

This study employs a socio-historical methodology combining archival research, textual analysis, and ethnographic
fieldwork. Historical sources, including temple records, inscriptions, literary texts, and colonial administrative
documents, were analyzed to reconstruct the institutional, religious, and social contexts of the Devadasi system.
Particular attention was paid to variations across geographic regions, including Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, and Andhra
Pradesh, where the tradition persisted longest.

The present study aims to trace the historical trajectory of the Devadasi institution, from its origins thro§'1 the decline

Ethnographic research was conducted between Y d Y+ V), encompassing semi-structured interviews and

participant observation with contemmary prai rs, teachers, and scholars of ritual dance. This qualitative
approach allowed for the collection%oth historical memory and lived experiences, providing insights into how the
legacy of temple-based ritual performance inues to influence artistic identity and social status today. Data analysis

was conducted thematically, wit
contemporary practice.

rring patterns identified across historical documents, oral testimonies, and

Discussion and Results ‘

The research demonstrates that the Devadasi institution occupied a multifaceted role within temple societies. In
classical South Indian temples, Devadasis were trained from early childhood in music, dance, and Sanskritic ritual
knowledge, enabling them to act as ritual specialists and mediators between the divine and the human community.
Their performance of sacred dances was inseparable from temple rituals, and their marital association with temple
deities symbolized both spiritual/devotion and ritual legitimacy. Through these practices, women not only performed
aesthetic functions but also participated in the reproduction of social and cosmological orders.

Historical analysis reveals that the status of Devadasis was highly contingent upon broader socio-political structures.
During periods of stable regional rule, such as under the Chola and Vijayanagara dynasties, Devadasis enjoyed
significant social prestige, access to temple resources, and a recognized spiritual authority. However, shifts in political
power, including the decline of local feudal patronage, the spread of Islamic rule in northern India, and the arrival of
British colonial governance, progressively undermined their institutional standing. Colonial moral frameworks,
reinforced by social reform movements in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, recast the Devadasi system as
morally corrupt, culminating in legal prohibitions that removed women from temple service and restricted their
property and economic rights.

Despite these transformations, the artistic and ritual heritage of the Devadasi tradition persisted. Reformist and
nationalist movements selectively revived ritual dances in secularized forms, laying the groundwork for modern
classical dance traditions, such as Bharatanatyam. Contemporary practitioners, though largely disconnected from the



original temple contexts, continue to embody the aesthetic and spiritual principles established by centuries of ritual
performance, demonstrating resilience and adaptability in preserving this cultural legacy.

The study’s findings highlight a recurring theme: the interplay between gender, social hierarchy, and religious
authority profoundly shaped both the opportunities and constraints experienced by Devadasis. These women’s lives
were shaped not only by personal devotion or artistic skill but also by structural forces, including caste-based
hierarchies, temple administration, and colonial legislation. The continuity of their artistic practices, despite the
dissolution of institutional support, illustrates the enduring social and cultural significance of ritualized performance
as a vehicle for identity, expression, and negotiation of power.

Conclusion

The historical trajectory of Devadasis offers a unique lens through which to examine the intersections of gender,
religion, art, and social authority in Indian society. From sacred temple performers to socially marginalized women,
and finally to modern custodians of classical dance, the evolution of this institution reflects broader societal
negotiations between tradition, modernity, and postcolonial identity. While colonial and reformist interventions
disrupted the material and social foundations of the Devadasi system, the aesthetic and ritual heritage endured,
reshaped and adapted for contemporary artistic and educational contexts.

By situating women’s ritual performance within the larger frameworks of social and political hist(whis study
contributes to an understanding of how cultural practices mediate power relations.and preserve collective memory.
The Devadasi tradition underscores the resilience of ritualized artistic expression in maintaining contin across
profound social transformations. Furthermore, it invites.contemporary scholars to consider how gender%ultural
practices simultaneously negotiate autonomy, agency, and spiritual authority, revealing the complex entanglement of

aesthetics, religion, and power in historical and modern India&iety.
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