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Devdasi Tradition in India: 

A Critical Socio-Legal Perspective 
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  ABSTRACT 
Since ancient times, many social evils have dominated Indian society, one of which is the 

Devadasi system. Although many practices have disappeared over time due to the 

development of wider scientific consciousness, these social evils prevailing in the 21st 

century are shameful to society. In the year 2019, a study on Devadasi practice was 

conducted by the National Law School of India University (NLSIU) Mumbai and Tata 

Institute of Social Sciences (TISS), Bangalore. According to this study, even after a lapse of 

more than 40 years of the Karnataka Devadasi (Prohibition of Surrender) Act, 1982, the 

state government is yet to issue rules for the operation of this law, which in some way helped 

in promoting this evil practice, is being proven. This research paper paints a grim picture 

of the apathetic approach of the legislature and enforcement agencies to crack down on the 

Devadasi system.  

Keywords:  Devdasi system, Constitution, Human rights, NHRC. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The history of 'Devdasi' evil practice, which started in the sixth century, is living proof of the 

exploitation of women. Devadasis used to dance in the temples after marrying the deity. 

Devadasi system with which we are all familiar, in South India, even today, women are falling 

prey to this evil practice. It is being conducted on a large scale by declaring a religious tradition 

by the priests of the temple. 

II. HISTORY OF THE 'DEVADASI SYSTEM' 

There have been many traditions and practices in our country since the Vedic period of Indian 

culture. And one such practice is the 'devadasi system'; although this practice is condemnable 

in the context of modern society, it has been going on in Indian society for centuries. 

According to historians, the 'devadasi system' probably started in the 6th century. It is believed 

that most of the Puranas were also written in this period. Devadasis are more prevalent in South 

Indian temples. Devadasi means ‘servant of God’, that is, the maid or wife of the god. 

 
1 Author is a Principal at Shri Vaishnav Institute of Law, Indore, India. 
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A professor in the Sociology Department of Barkatullah University, Bhopal said, “The 

beginning of the evil practice of Devadasi is believed to be before the entry of the Aryans. 

According to historians, the original purpose of this practice, which started in the third century 

of history, was religious. During the time of the Chola and Pallava kings, devadasis was used 

to protect music, dance and religion. In the 11th century, there were 400 devadasis in the 

Rajeshwar temple in Tanjore. There were 500 devadasis in the Somnath temple. Till 1930, there 

was a Devadasi system in Tirupati, Najagud. 

Devadasi women were devoted to worship and were employed to serve a deity. Their dedication 

was a ceremony which was somewhat similar to a marriage ceremony. Apart from taking care 

of the temple and performing rituals, these women also learned and practised classical Indian 

artistic traditions such as Bharatanatyam, Mohiniyattam, Kuchipudi and Odissi. Their social 

status was high as dance and music were an essential part of temple worship. 

According to historians, there are two categories of Devadasis. The first for cultural enjoyment 

and the second for physical enjoyment. The second-class devadasis did not go out of the temple. 

The ceremony of dedicating to Yellama Devi was similar to that of marriage. The age of the 

girl child is 5 to 10 years. At that time, the naked procession of the girl was brought to the 

temple. She is then initiated as a Devadasi. After the surrender, these devadasis became the 

property of the temple and the priests. After this, the priest of the temple used to give them work 

according to their own accord. 

The work of the devadasis was to maintain temples, assemble materials for worship, dance in 

temples, etc. Apart from making physical relations with chief priests, assistant priests, 

influential officials, feudal and aristocratic visitors, their status was not that of prostitutes. 

The 'Devdasi' evil practice continues in India even today in Maharashtra and Karnataka in 

Kolhapur, Sholapur, Sangli, Osmanabad, Belgaum, Bijapur, Gulbarga etc. Every year on the 

day of Magha Poornima, adolescent girls are made devadasis in the temple of Yellama Devi 

located at Saudati in the Belgaum district of Karnataka. This thing is also mentioned in much 

local news. 

Kalidasa's Meghadootam describes lifelong virgin girls dancing in temples, which are believed 

to have been devadasis. Eminent writer Dubois has written in his book 'Hindu Manners, 

Customs and Ceremonies' that every devadasi had to dance and sing in the temple. Also, one 

had to sleep with the special guests visiting the temples. In return, they were given grain or 

money. Dubois's book mentions that the Devadasi system has continued as a religious and 

traditional practice for centuries. 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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III. DEVDASI SYSTEM IN PAST & PRESENT- SOCIAL PERSPECTIVE 

According to historians, in the early stages of the practice, traditionally, there was no stigma on 

the devadasi or their children, and other members of their caste also accorded them the basis of 

equality. The children of a devadasi were considered legitimate. However, he was not given the 

father's name. 

In addition, a devadasi was considered free from widowhood and was called Akhand 

Saubhagyavati. Since she is married to a divine deity, that is, he has dedicated his life to God. 

According to historians, the presence of a devadasi on any religious occasion in the home of a 

member of the upper caste was considered sacred and treated with due respect, and gifts were 

also presented to them. 

The Devadasi system is mentioned in many books of history. 

Famous historian Vishwanath Kashinath Rajwade's important book 'History of Indian Marriage 

Institution', Devraj Chanana's book 'Slavery in Ancient India', S. N. Sinha and N. Of. Basu's 

'History of Prostitution in India', 'Wives of the King God, Rituals of Devadasi' by F.A. Margalin, 

'Studies in the Cult of Mother Goddess in Ancient India' by Motichandra, B. D. Satsokar's 

'History of Devadasi System' throws light on this malpractice in detail. James J. A detailed 

historical analysis of this practice is also found in Fraser's treatise 'The Golden Bow'. 

Only Dalit-tribal women become easy victims of malpractice. 

YJ Rajendra, National Secretary of the People's Union for Civil Liberation and Professor of 

Social Work at St. Joseph's University, Bangalore, said that the caste system has an important 

role in the Devadasi system. In the modern era, its casteist face has come in front of everyone. 

Devadasis are about 95 percent Dalits and 5 percent Adivasis. He tells that there is a lot of lack 

of education in them, due to which people are still living in superstition. 

Devadasis mainly belong to the Madiga, Nayaka and Chalvadi Dalit castes. Their social and 

economic condition is not good. It is found in the northern part of Karnataka and the southern 

part of Maharashtra, as well as in the southern states. The women of this community are the 

most devadasis. 

Lack of education in Devadasis 

The Madiga, Nayaka and Chalvadi Dalit castes have neither their own land nor any business. 

That's why they are mostly workers. This happens with devadasis also. He says that about 90 

percent of the Devadasis are not educated. That's why they don't even get work. Even their 

children are less educated. Some even go to school to read and write, they are not able to reach 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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higher education. 

The direct connection of illiteracy comes from financial constraints, Devadasis are not educated. 

So either she does labor or sex work. It is absolutely wrong to say that all devadasis feed 

themselves by doing sex work. He says that only about 30 to 40 percent of devadasis join this 

business. The rest still work in the fields so that they can lead their lives. 

The life of Devadasis is completely cut off from their family. There are many families who 

made their daughters Devadasis because of religious beliefs. 

After that, they broke ties with them completely. They don't even give part of their property. 

Many times it is seen that in old age, even their children do not ask them; they also leave them. 

Most boys do this. 

Whereas the life of the girls of Devadasis also goes through difficult situations like them. Due 

to a lack of education, they are unable to get work. Being the daughter of a devadasi, many 

times, she is seen with a stigma. Professor Rajendra was asked how the daughters of devadasis 

get married. Do people accept their children? Responding to this, he said that yes marriages do 

happen, but they do not last. 

Sometimes relatives get married without informing. This marriage is also like other marriages. 

But as soon as the boys come to know that she is the daughter of Devadasi, people break the 

marriage. There are very few people who are able to accept their children. That is why many 

times it is seen that a devadasi makes her daughter also a devadasi. 

This is also mentioned in Dainik Bhaskar's report on Devdasi, in which a devadasi made her 

daughter a goddess because she felt that her daughter was mentally weak and no one would stay 

with her, so she became a devadasi. Gave. 

Devadasis registered by the government get a pension of Rs 1500. It is difficult to survive in 

this. In such a situation, there is no other option left but to do other work. That's why most of 

the Devadasis turn to prostitution. Because of this they get decent money in less time. 

Socially, Devadasis are alone, but mentally, they feel alone. They don't have any partners. After 

marrying the deity, she remains alone and is also a victim of sexual violence. Even their children 

do not call them good. Due to this, their life is mentally lonely and painful. 

After falling ill many times, they are not even able to get proper treatment for themselves. They 

get health benefits through Pradhan Mantri Swasthya Bima Yojana. But it is available only to 

those devadasis who have been registered. Most of the Devadasis are illiterate. They do not 

even know which officer they have to go to. Due to a lack of education, they are not able to take 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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health insurance benefits and also suffer physical ailments. 

IV. DEVDASI SYSTEM – LEGAL PERSPECTIVE 

The government of Karnataka in 1982 and Andhra Pradesh in 1988 completely stopped this evil 

practice, but even after 40 years, the process of becoming a devadasi continues unabated. The 

process of making devadasi is not open nor in temples. The process takes place. The gang 

consists of some devadasis and temple priests. Those who first show the wrath of God and the 

temptation of happiness and prosperity to the people. When one is ready, the process is 

completed at a special place outside the temple. That too on a special day. 

According to a study by the National Law School of India University,  

• Girls who are mentally or physically weak are considered to be the easiest victims of 

this practice. 

• Lack of awareness is also an important reason to be aware that only 35% of the 

Devadasis are aware of schemes like the pension housing scheme. 

• There are some errors in the provisions made, which is one of the reasons for the 

continuance of this practice. 

• The paucity of complaints against this practice is bolstered by it. 

• More than 40 years after the Karnataka Devadasis (Prohibition of Dedication) Act, 1982, 

the state government is yet to issue rules for the operation of this law, which is proving 

helpful in promoting this practice. 

• Despite the widespread adoption of this practice and its linkage to sexual violence, 

recent laws such as the Protection of Children from Sexual Offenses Act 2012 and the 

Juvenile Justice Act 2015 have defined sexual abuse of children. No mention has been 

made of malpractices 

• Devadasis have not been identified even in the Immoral Traffic Prevention Act 1956 . 

• It has been found from the study that the failure of the state to increase the sources of 

livelihood for the weaker sections of society is also giving rise to this practice. 

The Supreme Court of India & NHRC on the evil of the Devdasi system 

Devdasi system is banned in Indian society. Despite this, after receiving information about its 

release in some states, the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) has issued notices to 

the Center and six states, seeking a detailed action taken report on the continuing risk of 

devadasi practice in various temples, especially in South Indian states. The special thing is that 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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NHRC has taken this action on the basis of suo motu cognizance of a media report. 

The NHRC said that many laws have been enacted to stop the evils of Devdasi tradition, but 

this practice is still in vogue. The top court has also condemned the practice of dedicating young 

girls as devadasis. Along with this, signs have also been given to adopt a tough stance. The 

NHRC has termed the Devadasi system as evil, like sexual exploitation and prostitution and 

termed it as a violation of women's right to life and rights to dignity and equality. 

Challenges 

Many challenges exist at present regarding the Devadasi system; these challenges can be 

understood under the following points - 

• Devadasi system is getting social acceptance for a long time; as a result, sexual 

exploitation under the devadasi system is being accepted by the society in such a way 

that the people who raise their voices against this exploitation are afraid of society and 

community and do not demand action 

• Even after taking cognizance of the Devadasi system, the police is failing to act under 

the pressure of the community. 

• Women suffering from Devadasi system hesitate to report against their parents or 

relatives, due to which they face a lot of difficulties in getting justice 

• No measures were taken by the authorities and law enforcement agencies to stop the 

surrender of girls in devdasi system. 

• Investigating officers eschew their roles and responsibilities and probably do not take 

cognizance of surrender cases out of fear. They are comfortable providing information 

to the community but are hesitant to take any action; they refer to devadasi as a women's 

issue and does not consider it as the violation of child rights. 

• One of the challenges before stopping the Devadasi system is the lack of coordination. 

In fact, there is a lack of coordination among various departments, agencies and 

officials. 

• Devadasis of below 45 years of age are not being provided benefits, as it is believed that 

there has been no surrender since the enactment of the Karnataka Devadasis (Prohibition 

of Dedication) Act, 1982. 

• The process of getting benefited from government schemes is quite complicated and 

most of the devadasis are illiterate who are deprived of these benefits. 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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• Presently it is becoming difficult to trace the events of Devadasi dedication as it is being 

done in a very discreet manner, not by ceremonial celebrations as in the past. 

• Devadasis are more prone to serious diseases like AIDS at an early age and many times 

they get pregnant, after which they are unable to get out of this mess even if they want. 

V. SUGGESTION 

• Police should actively engage with vulnerable communities and act on getting 

information. 

• To understand the prevalence and trend of Devadasi system and to provide rehabilitation 

to the affected people, the department should be prepared to conduct surveys from time 

to time. 

• Gainful employment options should be provided to young Devadasis through vocational 

training programs. 

• The girl child of Devadasi women should be identified and given scholarship till the age 

of 18 years. 

• Devadasi Surrender Prohibition Officer should prepare a map of the places within the 

district where Devadasi Surrender is likely. 

• District Legal Services Authority needs to give priority to programs like Legal 

Awareness on Devadasi Surrender Act 

• The community should be made aware of reporting mechanisms like Childline, District 

Magistrate, Police and District Legal Services Authority etc. so that it can take their help 

when the time comes 

• Enrollment drive to prevent children from being dedicated as child labour, child 

marriage or devadasis can be a good step in this direction. 

• Youth groups, panchayat members, adolescent groups and women's self-help groups 

should be alerted about Devadasi surrender and trained to report the incident of Devadasi 

surrender immediately. 

• Anganwadi workers should organize programs like identification, monitoring and 

training of vulnerable girls and school dropouts to empower them. 

• Increasing the sources of livelihood for the weaker sections of the society can also be a 

way to avoid this practice. 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
https://www.ijlmh.com/


 
375 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 5 Iss 6; 368] 
 

© 2022. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities   [ISSN 2581-5369] 

VI. CONCLUSION  

In view of the presence of the Devadasi system in current times, measures are being adopted by 

the government to rehabilitate the Devadasis. The Indian Constitution also affirms that equality 

before the law and justice for the victims, social changes cannot be brought about through law 

alone. There is a need for social education in India, this education should be rational when the 

people of India are socially educated, and then automatically, such unscientific religious 

traditions can be ended. At the same time, there is a need for widespread public awareness and 

consciousness of this. To strengthen the position of women in Indian society, fighting against 

patriarchal thinking and orthodox thinking is the need of the hour. The roots of these social evils 

are so deep that they can be defeated only through collective efforts. 

***** 
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