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THE STATE, THE TEMPLE AND THE
"DIVINE SLAVE"

INSTITUTIONAL TRANSFORMATION AND
MICROHISTORY IN INDIA

Jackie Assayag

"The religion of the Monk and of the dancing girl".
K. Marx1

Long considered to be institutions outside of time, the temples
of India are today the subject of ethno-historical studies that at-
tempt to establish their continuous and recent transformations.
Recent monographs, based especially on relationships between
the central government and local authorities, reconstruct by peri-
ods their medieval, modern and present history, that is the long
destiny of constant restructuring over time (Appadurai 1981;
Fuller 1984; Reiniche 1989), showing that temples, whether large

1 See the article by K. Marx, "The British Rule in India", New York Daily Trib-
une, 25 June 1853, later published in the collection, K. Marx, Articles on India,
Bombay, People’s Publishing House Ltd., 1943, p. 21-29: "The Hindustani religion
is a religion both of exuberant sensuality and ascetical self-torture; a religion of
Lingam and of the Juggernaut; the religion of the Monk and of the Dancing Girl".

Translated by R. Scott Walker 
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or small, never ceased being the center of important conflicts be-
tween social groups seeking dominance.

This attempt to take into account in a synoptic manner the
transformations, principally over the last two centuries, that af-
fected a temple in south India dedicated to a regional divinity,
has as primary objective to see how micro-history, namely a rela-
tively romantic life story, can complicate social analysis and help
cast light upon what are significantly profound changes. And while
this &dquo;life trajectory&dquo; carries in its trail a small number of partic-
ular destinies and is so exceptional as to seem atypical, it reveals
better than could a statistical analysis the power plays of local
partition. This biography, in short, exemplifies clearly how a high-
ly differentiated society responds to the accidents of historyo2 2

Located on a hillside bearing the name of the goddess Yellam-
ma, forty kilometers from the city of Belgaum in the south Indi-
an State of Karnataka, the temple of Saundatti attracts tens of
thousands of pilgrims throughout the year. During the period of
the full moon especially there can be seen crowds of individuals,
families, groups from a particular caste, all who come to fulfill
vows made in order to put an end to their afflictions or seek a
cure. For the wrath of this popular divinity is so terrible that she
can overwhelm her devotees with evil; to her vengeful ire are at-
tributed most misfortunes of existence. Fortunately, however, at
Saundatti Yellamma is rather benevolent and dispenses blessings;
thus here she represents not so much evil as its remedy. 3

I. ADMINISTRATION OF THE TEMPLE

Like all Indian religious institutions of any importance (temples,
monasteries, pilgrimage shrines), administration of the temple of

2 A brief but decisive article by Levi describes the "uses of biography" (1989).
Preceded by an enlightening preface by Revel who points out the links between Italian
microhistory and the tradition, in crisis, of the Annales (1989), the last work of
this author translated into French, describes the career of a family of exorcists in
the Piedmont of the eighteenth century, showing the heuristic nature of the reduc-
tion of scale in studies of history. Before him Ginzburg used the extreme case of
the miller Menocchio to analyze popular culture in depth (1988).
3 On the goddess Yellamma, see Bradford (1983) and Assayag (1988; 1989a;
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Saundatti is under the tutelage of the central organization of the
State of Karnataka (Hindu Religious and Charitable Endowment
Department).4 Locally, however, its administration seems bi-
cephalous, since in addition to its executive arm (office) made
up of civil servants appointed by the regional government, a
department of internal affairs (Trustee), formed of local politi-
cal and/or religious leaders, exercises extensive powers. Although
such a situation is not unique to Saundatti, this arrangement of
state protection opening up on a local dyarchy reveals one of the
most paradoxical features of modern India. An examination of
the history of relations between the Indian state and &dquo;its&dquo; tem-
ple will aid our understanding of the specific case of interest to us.

THE (MODERN) STATE AND RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS

Even though until 1847 the British government remained an ema-
nation of the East India Company, by the beginning of the
nineteenth century it began showing concern for control of im-
portant religious affairs. In 1817 the Company promulgated a
Regulation (VII) by which it assigned to itself all powers of su-
pervision over religious institutions. Mudaliar has retraced the
complex history of successive engagements and disengagements-
with growing implication ultimately-of the colonial authority
in administration of temples and monasteries (matha) up to the
beginning of the twentieth century (1974: 1-128). After Indepen-
dence (1947), the sovereign political State was quick to take an
interest in religious affairs, gaining control of temple manage-
ment and regulating resources, both material and symbolic, as
Presler explains in his study of Tamil Nadu (1987). The state at

1989b). The latter will shortly publish a monograph entirely devoted to the goddess
with the title: La Col&egrave;re de la D&eacute;esse d&eacute;capit&eacute;e.
4 Although under control of the Bombay Public Trust Act, until 1943 the temple
enjoyed rather extensive management authority since it was administered by a com-
mittee composed of "old-timers", exclusively B&amacr;najiga. From 1950 to 1964, it passed
under control of the Trust Committee and Charity Commissioner of Belgaum (Regis-
tration No. 5864), but the Temple Trust Committee that was installed in 1943 ruled
until 24 October 1975 before being replaced by the Sri Renuka Devasthanam Ad-
ministration Act (decree of 1974), which continues to regulate the temple today.
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first limited its interventions merely to institutions about which
there had been complaints of misappropriation in management
of goods and properties (item, 242); for it could not, without
prejudicial results, leave such essential economic and symbolic
institutions outside its jurisdiction. But a desire to modernize
&dquo;from the t~p&dquo;&reg;Syn&reg;nym&reg;us with bureaucratic
rationalization-made itself rapidly felt. Indeed the combined ef-
fects of centralization and of bureaucratization, of legal model-
ing and regional delocalization, diffused an until then unknown
rationality that would not be long in contaminating religious in-
stitutions.

If, retrospectively, interference seems inevitable, the difficul-
ties created by penetration of the State remain totally pertinent
today. At the constitutional level the explicitly secular nature of
the State supposed that it would abstain from interfering in reli-
gious problems. But by simultaneously proclaiming itself sover-
eign, it became the sole legal authority upon which depended all
institutions, including religious ones. In order to meet adminis-
trative needs, departments charged with supervising &dquo;ecclesial&dquo;
institutions were created, first for the entire sub-continent and,
in a second phase, at the level of the various regional States. Apart
from periodic arbitration, their task consisted in defining and fix-
ing the constitutional limits of intervention by the State. But the
search for a solution to the crisis of legitimacy experienced by
temples led, insidiously, to containing local executive power, which
traditional wielders of authority refused to abdicate.
The logic of national integration, compounded with the polit-

ical unification of the country that a planned management of the
economy supported, led the State to interfere even more in all
public affairs. Influential religious institutions were all the more
deliberately targeted in that many communities based their norms
and behavior on them. Memories of inter-confessional violence
have haunted Indian social consciousness for at least half a cen-
tury. For Hinduism was not the only religion concerned, as is
seen even today from the paradoxical perpetuation of Islamic law
within a Constitution proclaiming the principle of isonomy. But
in a land where social identity is normally expressed through cultic
specificities, a conflict sooner or later between the State and reli-
gious institutions was predictable, if not certain.
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How could a democratic and secular government become the
&dquo;ovcrscer&dquo; of temples and monasteries ruled by centuries-old hi-
erarchical tradition to such an extent that they were one with this
tradition? The question summarizes the sociopolitical tension
reigning over the contemporary destiny of religious institutions.
For under a cover of neutrality,and declarations of freedom of
expression and tolerance, in short in the name of secularism, state
protection of ecclesial institutions established in fact strong in-
dependence, especially since democratic utopia required, and en-
couraged, reforms. By what modalities does a government,
concerned with the commonweal but refusing religious interven-
tionism on principle, become involved in temples and monas-
teries ? This is the problem raised by the tumultuous relationships
between State, religion and society, at least over the past fifty
years. It is a complex process that Weber’s categories help to de-
termine since there has been and still is a bureaucratic rationali-
zation metamorphosing patrimonial organizations into businesses
managing the sacra, even though the problem in no way resem-
bles Western Church-State conflicts since the Church as such does
not exist in India.

Nevertheless, by installing within the temples one or more ap-
pointed civil servants, called executive officers, wielders of the
new legal authority, the simple control sought was transformed
into constraining tutelage, that in turn became panoptic supervi-
sion. In attempting to improve financial transparency, the ad-
ministration prescribed a formal management system requiring
a professional approach unlike what it termed the ‘6amatcurism&dquo;,
and iniquity, of traditional authorities. Scandalously, in the eyes
of those who gradually fell subject to the system, but in the final
analysis quite logically from the point of view of decision-makers,
the State succeeded in reforming the organization and recruit-
ment of personnel and, worse, managed to meddle in ritual de-
tails. Such a radical transformation affected relations between
the Government and temples by modifying the significance of the
links between religion and society.5 5

5 In addition to general studies such as that by Baker (1975), ethno-historical
monographs also indicate the breadth and depth of the changes brought about by
this interventionism, at first timid but soon dynamic, in the social structure, by the
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At the risk of schematizing institutions whose insularity has
certainly been exaggerated, may we propose an approximation
in the form of an ideal type? Up until the nineteenth century,
apart from those that are the scene of pilgrimages, most temples
were embedded in and surrounded by their localities. In each case
complex reciprocal links were created between the priestly class,
royalty, groups of devotees (bhakta) and castes (Appadurai 1978;
Stein 1978). Thus installed in a site specified by their toponym,
temples were depositories of collective memory, of varying histor-
ical importance, whose strong identity marked a sometimes quite
large group of different communities. On the bases of this memory
shared by social groups, each temple had its specific organiza-
tion, controlled by a particular authority, which defined the dis-
tribution of power and local wealth. To a certain extent also, each
institution could conduct its own affairs in the way it wished and

regulate cultic ceremonies in a relatively autonomous fashion, even
though in some large centers local tradition felt the influence of
regional attcndance.6 Within this traditional framework, it is
difficult to distinguish the public from the private, not to men-
tion the religious from the secular, power from authority, non-
political from the political. A dominant social presence, the temple
was an integral part of society, to the extent that it functioned
like a center for (re)distribution of the material and symbolic
resources defining power, wealth and the status of the people of
that place (Appadurai and Breckenbridge 1976). In this pre-
colonial time, the boundaries between temple and society were

beginning of the colonial period. For the kingdom of Ramnad see the article by
Breckenbridge (1977), and for Puddokottai, also in Tamil Nadu, the decisive study
by Dirks (1987). The latter concludes that, with the arrival of the British, "Dona-
tions had ceased constituting the State, honor had ceased expressing the structure
of social and political relations at the local level, family relationships had been es-
tablished as an autonomous category and military rights as well as services had been
replaced by the income of the divinity and would soon be rationalized in the form
of property rights and bureaucratic employment" (1987: 322, and also 380-383).
The report by Pouchedapass (1990) clearly brings out the importance of the ques-
tions raised in this latter work.
6 For a typology of pilgrimages in India, see Bhardwaj (1973), but especially the

careful critique by Morinis of attempts at classification (1984) and also the sugges-
tive experience of Gold’s participatory immersion in different types of pilgrimages
(1988).
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fluid and still permeable. But British administrators, later replaced
by Indians, acted as if these undetermined zones were precisely
defined territories, perfectly separated spheres of activities. The
English and Indian bureaucracies tended to assimilate temples to
institutions in the modern sense, to conceive of them as autono-
mous structures, which they assuredly were not. As a consequence
reformers failed to perceive the networks formed by solidarity,
as well as by conflicts, in which religious institutions were embed-
ded. Unsatisfied with the &dquo;archa1C99 functioning of organizations
whose patrimonial nature they denounced, administrative agents
progressively broke down the links that attached them to the land
and its people. Institutional reification, no doubt inspired by a
Western model, brought about at the same time the loss of the
structural order of social functioning and the complexity of socio-
symbolic relationships between totality and locality (Reiniche
1985). By destroying the charter of insertion in the social tissue,
modern decision-makers made of them independent establish-
ments, specific, even strictly religious, that then had to be made
uniform according to a common (ecclesial) model.
Once it had become the ‘6rnanager9’ of the Hindu temple, the

secular and democratic State assumed administration of a
patrimonial institution that it helped transform, even though its
organization continued to be largely based on a hierarchical so-
cial order in which power is determined by status, the exact op-
posite of the socio-political principles governing modern polit-
ics. And although in many present-day structures the religion of
devotion (bhakti) dominates in reality (a divine movement of ef-
fusion theoretically egalitarian and in which the quest for salva-
tion is, in principle, independent of caste), an analysis of the tem-
ple, as Reiniche stated, provides a paradigmatic example &dquo;of the
complementarity and tension in Indian society between a sacrifi-
cial concept (implying hierarchical relations and the distinction
and superiority of religious authority relative to temporal pow-
er) and a concept of personal devotion (as access to salvation in
a world virtually equal for all, whatever may be the definition
given to it by each Hindu at his own level), reworked based on
ideas of renunciation of the world&dquo; (1989:337). Indeed it is in
the configuration of the temple, in a manner both emblematic
and paradoxical, that concepts of power and authority, of what
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is global or local, of society and religion are crystallized, con-
cepts that historically are contrasted and increasingly divergent,
or today are even totally contradictory.

BICEPHALOUS ADMINISTRATION

Let us return to Saundatti. There, as elsewhere in India, a mid-
dle level civil servant, the &dquo;executive officer&dquo;, representing ad-
ministrative superiors of the government of Karnataka, is theo-
retically the only one with authority to decide all questions con-
cerning management of the temple in the broad sense of the term.
Appointed by the department of religious affairs located in Ban-
galore, the regional capital (and thus the secular representative
of the modern bureaucracy), he cannot fall back on any
previously-existing local institution and has hardly any influence
on public opinion in the sector where he is posted. If it is noted
additionally that he alone, and with total independence, has con-
trol over temple finances in his role as representative of the State,
we can easily understand why his power encounters strong
resistance on the part of the Trustee whose members are recruit-
ed locally. This latter instance is made up of around fifteen mem-
bers, trustees, termed &dquo;agents of dharma&dquo; (dharmakarta), a San-
skrit term with a religious connotation, which is actually rather
recent. As for the term &dquo;Trustee&dquo;, obviously derived from En-
glish law, it confers a legal connotation on dharmakarta that,
strictly speaking, has no legal content. This Anglo-Hindu termino-
logical juxtaposition clearly reveals the telescoping of incompara-
ble legal systems that, since the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury, have determined organization of the temple and its subse-
quent transformations (Reiniche 1989:182 ff.).
With the majority of its members chosen from the (dominant)

Lingayat caste, the &dquo;Trust Board Devasthanam&dquo; is imbued with
its prerogatives. All important decisions concerning ordinary and
extraordinary temple operations are made by the board, but they
are made on behalf of the one holding authority, that is in the
name of the divinity. Since Yellamma herself is incapable of su-
pervising such operations, the Trustee takes her place. The legal
will of the divine person, it disposes of unchallengeable power
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and benefits from prestige that locally few contest. It is true that
its members are recruited from the circles of the locally &dquo;power-
ful&dquo; whose network is familial or relational, rising by levels up
to government administrative centers of decision-making.7 For
it is various village councils (panchayat), associations of these
councils (panchayat samiti), district councils (zila parishad) and
other rural development committees (organizations always in-
filtrated by political parties) that determine salaries and sub-
sidies.8 s

It is clear that the position of the executive officer is a delicate
one, his choices are hard, his decisions frequently contested. For
he is caught between claims emanating from the secular political
power to which he answers and which obliges him to impose on
the temple a bureaucratic form of administration modeled on the
management of competitive enterprises, and local pressure groups
among whom he resides, whose sole concern is the preservation
of privileges or the acquisition of rights. Pressures are as insis-
tent as they are repeated, both on the part of those who receive
an important share of their income directly from the temple, such
as the priests, as well as all individuals and groups hoping to gar-
nish for themselves, in some way or another, a share of the pres-
tige attached to it.
The executive officer manages a staff of five officials who are

primarily assigned to control finances and-far from unimpor-
tant-tend to the remuneration of attendants and priests. This
small administrative staff has responsibility for managing all tem-
ple property and for supplying the material necessary for diverse
services and ceremonies, in agreement with the Trustee, which
is responsible for the detailed organization of daily activities and
the major annual temple celebrations. The Syndacate Bank, placed
under the authority of the executive officer and installed within
the temple premises, handles all registration of the many dona-

7 Using statistical data, Thimmaaiah and Aziz (1983) show this for villages and
Manor for posts in the federal government (1977; 1978).
8 Upon my return to Saundatti in 1988, I was surprised to learn of the appoint-
ment to the Trustee of a former minor temple attendant whose sole merit, accord-
ing to rumor, is that he is the cousin of an important official of agricultural affairs
of the city of Belgaum.

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219003815204 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219003815204


82

tions (money, jewels, valuables) offered to the goddess. Four evn-
ployees, all Lingayat it should be noted, are responsible for this
work. The Bank also keeps record of and guarantees low-interest
loans made to devotees needing them. ~’cllam~a9s traditional pro-
tection, which in the past was merely 6 Lrlla~IC~.1&dquo; has been re-
established on a financial level by this modern Institution. Even
though the figures are unfortunately somewhat outdated (1 rupee
= 35 centimes), the following table gives an idea of the amount
of funds handled by the temple administration and shows the im-
portance assumed by religious activities in the community of
Saundatti.

Table I: Revenue for Saundatti temple (1981)

The Trustee has total freedom in the recruitment of new mem-
bers and in setting their salary. It can, if necessary, initiate dis-
ciplinary action against misbehaving attendants because above
all it sees to proper execution of rituals in conformity with ap-
plicable norms. The presence of at least some of its members,
so honored, is obligatory for important ceremonies. All atten-
davits ensuring proper conduct of the temple’s current affairs-
from priests and their assistants to police, musicians and
cleaners-are its vassals. Unlike administrative officials under the
direction of the executive officer, local personnel is recruited with
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an eye to caste origins, hereditary rights to service, sectarian af-
filiations and even personal allegiances.

In addition to mediators who are priests, temple celebrations
require sponsorship. In the past this was generally the role of the
king, as shown by Stein’s studies (1980) covering the medieval
period, and those of Appadurai (1981) for the contemporary peri-
od. The divine sovereignty over his kingdom guaranteed by the
priestly class at its service was complemented by the political but
equally symbolic sovereignty of royal power worked together to
guarantee fertility, well-being and perpetuation of the universe.9
For the temple’s religious activities-vaguely inspired by proce-
dures codified in the Saiva-ägama writings 10- sought to main-
tain sociocosmic order (dharma); this should be understood not
only as long life, good will, victory over one’s enemies, but also
the prosperity of villages, cities and of the world. Indeed this world
is expressed by the divinity in his sanctuary, but is symbolized
by the monarchy and the person of the king at the local, tem-
poral and no doubt cosmic level.
At present, as indicated by Shankari (1984: 173 ff.) instead of

the king, the Trustee, with its powers and nearly hereditary recruit-
ment, exercises this traditional charge, reworked and transformed.
The Trustee fulfills this role by assuming the place of the sove-
reign, and its collective person assumes all the former attributes
of the monarch. Temple sovereign, the Trustee assumes and en-
sures the socio-religious protection of the world, of the dharma
in the broadest sense; for order and disorder, prosperity and abun-
dance, well-being and happiness depend on it. If members of the
Trustee, designated as &dquo;agents of dharma&dquo; (dharmakarta) as we
have seen, guarantee cosmic neguentropy at the terrestrial level,
they do so in two ways. On the one hand by tending to the tem-

9 The association of religious authority and temporal power is so canonical that,
according to Galey, it could serve to define the paradigm of Indian royalty. The
attempts at periodization can be reduced to recognizing the controlled play of as-
sociations, movements, condensations and intensifications of the model: a political
phenomenon with ritual and ideological justifications or ritual imperative with po-
litical consequences (1989).
10 Vaguely because, as Fuller indicates with regard to M&imacr;n&amacr;k&imacr;s, the temple of Hin-

du orthodoxy at Maduari (1982: 164), the attitude of priests is "scripturalist". Most
of the time they do not know the letter of the traditional texts.

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219003815204 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219003815204


84

ple’s material prosperity, which means encouraging and channel-
ing the continuous flow of wealth that makes its functioning pos-
sible day to day and at the time of the feasts; and by seeing that
ordinary services are performed and observances respected, mak-
ing certain they are the perpetuation of traditional rules. As a
result, during the numerous conflicts opposing the Trustee and
the executive officer’s administration, the former always recalled
its right of control that it considered immemorial-&dquo; since the
Veda&dquo; (!)-as a means of seeking justification in a reference to
the &dquo;earliest times&dquo;.&dquo;

In contrast to Appadurai, who saw in the modern State the
replacement for the king (1978), the example of the Saundatti
temple, where authority is fragmented between what could roughly
be called an administrative sector, represented by the civil officer,
and a judicial sector, namely the Trustee, shows that the royal
role is now played by the latter. State sponsorship is no longer
the same as the temple’s protection, at least in the religious sense
of the term. Strictly speaking the State is no longer the sacrificer
(yajämana), the one whose offerings made in this world are said
to constitute a body for the next. The operation of divine union,
incarnated by the king in the Vedic coronation ritual (Heester-
man 1957: 226), is certainly no longer valid with respect to pow-
er of the State. If an analogy must be made, the modern fiction
of state protection could more accurately be compared to con-
trol by a foreign sovereign, of which India has known many in
the course of its history, a sovereign lacking any authentic legitima-
cy at the local level. In any case this is the way members of the
Trustee, and the majority of temple servants, conceive of this
sponsorship. Consequently the transactional framework brought

11 Hindus enjoy repeating that their religion is eternal, that traditional values re-
main unchanged and are thus transcendent. This view is evidently mystifying but
was long accepted and carried on by the academic Indianist community from a per-
spective that can be called "orientalist" (Inden, 1986), under inspiration of Said
(1980, in particular); however, although the study of textual Tradition, by defini-
tion relatively indifferent to historiography, furnishes an irreplaceable instrument
of analysis, it still risks "Indologizing" the material (if the neologism can be ex-
cused). Consequently this truism must be repeated: nothing can replace the direct
observation of religious practices in situ for contributing to an anthropology of In-
dia seeking to recreate the turbulence of identities, of forms of "Indian-ness" (Hindu,
Muslim, Sikh, etc.) in conflict with modernity.
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to light by Appadurai for the medieval period (1978: 53) fell into
disuse. The two-fold relationship between ‘~pricsts9~ and sectari-
an leaders on the one hand and the dominant caste and king on
the other, which took the form of an ‘6~lhancc~9 created in recog-
nition of the mutual benefits that each party draws from it, has
been destroyed. The pact has survivcd at Saundatti; and although
a sort of coalescence can be noted, the situation has in reality
been (bi-)polarized. Conflicts have multiplied in the framework
of a struggle which has become more hegemonic.

Relations between the Trustee and priests are, on the other
hand, stamped with ambivalence. The normally coercive authority
of the former and the fact that its decisions cannot be appealed
to provoke a certain animosity among the priestly class. However,
it protects them from unacceptable excesses on the part of the
administration, always eager to demote them to the rank of sim-
ple employees, even requiring that the temple be opened to all
Hindus regardless of their caste origins. Aware of their subor-
dinate position in the present power struggle, the priests attempt
as much as possible to adjust their behavior to the wishes of the
Trustee, naturally provided there is no excessive interference on
its part in temple maintenance and organization of divine serv-
ices, and especially that it does not lend too attentive an ear to
the reformist impulses driven by constitutional lcgality. This pru-
dent arrangement, coupled with an uneasiness that grows at the
same speed as modernization, sometimes leads to contradictory
situations. 12

II. TEMPLE PERSONNEL

DIFFERENT TYPES OF ATTENDANTS

The persons concerned with the professional and religious serv-
ices of the temple, whether temporarily or permanently, are called

12 A simple anecdote: I was able to take photographs inside the sanctuary thanks
to the priests who claimed to be in charge, despite having been forbidden to do
so by the Trustee, or more precisely despite the dilatory nature of its response:
"authorization pending".
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sevakari, &dquo;those who serve&dquo;. Even though the status of various
attendants may be quite different, all perform their functions by
virtue of specific hereditary rights. Prolonged observation shows
that, although traditions based on lineage define the offices and
obligate an individual to service, each one fulfills his task in a
variable manner depending on the degree of interest he brings
to it (whether assiduous or casual), the degree of his personal de-
votion or, more mundanely, his availability.

In 1986 the official list of attendants (sevakari) for the temple
of Yellamma was as indicated in Table II.

Table II: Attendants at the Temple of Saundatti (1986)
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This catalogue of some 170 persons dedicated in one way or
another to the solemn worship of Yeilamma13 brings out quite
clearly the demographically dominant position of the Li1i.gayat-
Banajiga in the temple. The observation that the Sunagar group,
in second position, as well as several of the other castes, are sub-
ject to them confirms what had been shown by research, impos-
sible to reproduce here. Status and power coincide at Saundat-
ti. 14 Even though it might be possible to defend the opposite the-
sis, hegemony over temple personnel expresses the locally
dominant position of the Banajiga caste and, more specifically,
that of the Lifigayat in the region.15

Ancestral privileges that provide access to service must be placed
in an historical perspective, both locally and globally, at least as
much as can be achieved with all too rare written documents and
the initially oral transmission that, conveniently, denies history
by magnifying the present.&dquo; A historiographical survey was all
the more difficult to conduct since the Banajiga &dquo;priests&dquo;, (puj-
ari = &dquo;those who make the offerings&dquo;, puja) have placed an un-
official but effective ban on consultation of temple archives. Ex-
tremely wary, their attention riveted on privileges the Karnataka
State government gradually is taking away from them,17 the

13 As numerous visits to Saundatti over several years have demonstrated to me,
the number of puj&amacr;ri varies; more precisely, out of the 127 Banajiga families in
which the duty of puj&amacr;ri is handed down in the patrilinear succession, only some
fifty attendants regularly officiate in the temple. Their number even seems to be
decreasing from year to year, for under governmental pressures religious service
is less and less lucrative.
14 The distinction between "status" and "power" that underlies Dumont’s syn-

thesis of the caste system (1966) does not apply to this Indian example.
15 There is abundant literature today on the various Ling&amacr;yat castes and the

V&imacr;ra&sacute;aiva sect. See for example MacCormack (1963); Parvathamma (1972); Ishwa-
ran (1977, 1983), and Assayag (1983).
16 In a recent work Mary Douglas remarked, "Anthropologists have a tendency

to turn the question around. They are inclined to ask themselves not why one for-
gets but why one remembers, and they make memory the object of their special
attention" (1989:63). But forgetting is part of tradition that is made up as much
of loss as of memorization, a system that is an integral part of social organization
as we know since Halbwachs.
17 It is especially since the installation in 1975 of the Sri Renuka Devasthanam

Administration that the liberty of and possibilities for fraud on the part of priests
have been reduced considerably.
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Banajiga still remain evasive and dogmatic about the history of
’ ’their’ ’ temple, which for them has no history. Since we are speak-
ing in particular of service personnel, we find they tend spon-
taneously to keep secret any detail that might betray conflicts or
changes. However, a few clues reveal, not surprisingly, that the
number of attendants and their caste origin, the nature of posi-
tions and salaries, have varied from one era to another
We will illustrate the preceding with three examples that,

although microscopic, are still quite significant.
. When Devraj Urs (~Vodcyar)-descending from the dynasty
of the illustrious Maharajahs of Mysore-won the 1971 election
and became Chief Minister of Karnataka, the provincial State
promulgated a law (1974) requiring all Hindu temples, of which
it is &dquo;owner&dquo; (see note 18), to hire only Hindu servants. The con-
sequence of this at Saundatti? A Muslim family was struck from
the list of attendants (se~akc~~~’). This family can no longer offi-
ciate in the sanctuary of the god Parasurama, son of Yellamma,
no longer has the right to bear the ritual fly whisk, no longer can
tend the lamps during the festival of Navarattri, all paid minis-
tries that had been performed by this family since at least the
seventeenth century.

Formerly in charge of cleaning the courtyard surrounding the
temple, the Untouchable Madiga were recently deprived of this
task, which was given to officials of the Trustee appointed by
the regional government. Recruited primarily from the Bajantri

j <

18 This is no doubt true for many temples. Thus, to remain in Karnataka, that
of the goddess Uttanahalli (sister to Chamundesvari) studied by Goswamy and
Morab, whose Brahmin priests were replaced by Lingayat (1975: 18). These two
authors also note that the opposite occured in 1819 in the great temple of Chamun-
desvari. Upon the order of Krishna Wodeyar III, Maharajah of the Kingdom of
Mysore, installed by the British after the fall of Tipu Sultan, Ling&amacr;yat priests yield-
ed to the Brahmin Smarta so they could perform the rites in conformity with agam-
ic precepts (idem: 11). In this same respect, an anecdote also recounted by Goswa-
my and Morab (1975: 19) merits telling. One day (?) the Ling&amacr;yat priest of Chamun-
desvari insulted the Brahmins of the village of Alanahalli who had come to visit
the temple. Furious, the Brahmins decided unanimously to avenge this public af-
front. They secretly brought half-smoked cigarettes into the holy of holies and then
spread the rumor that the Ling&amacr;yat puj&amacr;ri were in the habit of smoking within the
sanctuary. When the matter was brought to the attention of the Ruler, the accusa-
tion was officially backed up by discovery of the cigarette butts. As a result it was
decided to entrust temple service to Brahmins from then on.
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caste of musicians, the new cleaners add this task to the orches-
tral service they continue to provide during ceremonies. They also
watch over the temple area during ordinary times. These various
tasks now included in their service, or better in their work, are
rewarded by a monthly cash salary. Thus the rationalization of
management of temple personnel has led to a reduction in the
number of staff, to elimination of caste privileges and finally,
by means of monetarization, to transformation of traditional serv-
ices into secular professions. Not only does this deprive Untouch-
ables of payment but it excludes them from participating in tem-
ple activities. Certainly the roles they played in the past were stig-
matized, but their symbolic importance made it possible to inte-
grate them as subordinates into the community.
Under pressure of campaigns initiated by progressive reform-

ers, which resulted in the governmental ban of 1881 and subse-
quent abrogations, the cultic service of dancer or &dquo;slave (däsl)
of the divinity (deva)&dquo; has disappeared today.19 In fact there are
no more at Saundatti, and there is no written trace of devadasi
attached to the temple in the lists of attendants over the last two
decades. Nevertheless, the disappearance of this service was far
from being immediate. Under the name of a woman called Lax-
masanita, but with no indication of profession or reference to
a caste, this function continued to exist in the temple register
(Devasthanam) up until 1927. A hand-written note of 24 ~~pril
1919, addressed to temple authorities and re-discovered by acci-
dent, gives evidence of this as well: The -note requests payment
of 10 rupees for services rendered by dancing before the divini-
ty. The explicit mention of dev~dqsi can be found, for the last
time, in a register dated 1966 (see Table II).

THE MASCULINIZATION OF &dquo;ATTENDANTS OF THE FAVORABLE
LAMP&dquo;

The traditional religious function of &dquo;attendant of the favora-
ble lamp&dquo; (mangalarati-sevakan) was once performed exclusively

19 Two articles by Srinivasan describe the history of successive militant campaigns
that led to suppression of the devad&amacr;s&imacr; in the State of Tamil Nadu (1983; 1985).
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by women &dquo;slaves of the divinity&dquo; (devadäsl).2o Consisting par-
ticularly in bearing the &dquo;favorable lamp&dquo; during the various serv-
ices, the function still exists but is now performed by male at-
tendants ! t

Today the mahgalarati-sevakari, all r~alc&reg; are recruited from
two particular families, designated by the term. mangalaruti-
v&reg;msa, &dquo;the line of the favorable lamp&dquo;, out of the eight line-
ages (vomsa) of servants (sev~k~r~°i) found in the Sunagar caste
from which are recruited the largest contingent of attendants obey-
ing the orders of the Banajiga. Residing in the village of ~.Jgarg&reg;1
a few kilometers from Saundatti, these families are set up around
the temple of Yellamma as vendors of saffron and vermilion, two
products essential for every offering to the divinity.
The sw~k~r°i of the Sunagar caste are L,i~ig~yat, like the Banaj-

iga, but of a markedly inferior status. Their traditional profes-
sion was that of making lime for whitewashing houses, and they
are still occasionally called ambigara, &dquo;those who have to do with
~vater&dquo;, in reference to the method of extracting nitrate from rocks
immersed in salt water. Both in the village of Ugargol where they
live and at Saundatti where many of them have small businesses
related to pilgrimage activities, the Sunagar are employed in a
favored manner by the Banajiga, performing ritual services for
them in the temple and doing agricultural labor on the private
lands of their &dquo;masters&dquo;, to whom many are also indebted.

Contrary to the evidence, the official version (generally accept-
ed) affirms that since the beginning (?), men have performed the
function of attendants of the favorable lamp. However, as far
back as epigraphic and historical information extends, this office
was always reserved for women.21 This was also confirmed by
an aged woman devadasl from the Sunagar caste, ~Iho today sells
cigarettes at Saundatti and who affirmed to me that in fact she

20 Although constructed around interviews with nine "dancers" now retired from
the temple of Puri, the best social anthropology survey of devad&amacr;s&imacr; remains that
of Marglin (1985); let us mention in passing that in order to reanimate the tradition
after a long extinction of the custom, in 1975 administrators of this temple recruit-
ed young devad&amacr;s&imacr; with the blessing of the State of Orissa (India Today, 15 April,
1990).
21 The thesis of Kersenboom presents and discusses all traditional texts dealing

with the devad&amacr;s&imacr; (1984).
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had held the role some thirty years ago. She refused, however,
to say any more about it, and her silence was not the least of the
obstacles that hampered the research. At least her testimony at-
tested to the fact that the temple of Saundatti, as might be ex-
pected, had observed the general rule.
Even recently, then, the office of mangalaräti was filled by

women; one or perhaps several principal devadasl were attached
to the temple. No doubt several, for the &dquo;old-timers&dquo; have told
me there used to be two types of devadäsl. First were the ranga-
bhoga, a compound word that can be translated by the &dquo;pleas-
ure&dquo; (bhoga) provided by the arts of the stage (ranga), made up
of dancers whose duty was to dance or sing, and to act out epi-
sodes from the divine legend as entertainment for the Divinity.
Secondly were the angabhoga, ‘‘plcasurc&dquo; (bhoga) or &dquo;well-being
of the members&dquo; (anga), that is physical persons whose role was
to clean the cella of the goddess and prepare it for &dquo;homages&dquo;
(püjä). In both cases these &dquo;divine slaves&dquo; were linked to the tem-
ple and apparently could not leave it for any reason what-

soever,22 especially since their initiation took the form of a ritual
marriage with the spouse of Yellamma, Jamadagni.
Men appropriated the office of ~~~ig~l~~~z~a approximately in

the 1970s. This innovation can be explained by the convergence
of several factors resulting from the general evolution of society.

First was a transformation of mentalities, for many were now
sensitive to moral arguments accusing priests of turpitude and
depravity in the sacred places where women, and even prosti-
ttites, 21 were still attached to Hinduism’s holy of holies. Our
contemporaries have greater fear of sanctions resulting from non-

22 Let us simply note, without being able to develop it any further here, that in
reality it is necessary to distinguish several formulae of consecration to the divinity
(j&omacr;gamma, basav&imacr;, mural&imacr;, etc.); despite their differences they can all be reduced
to a form of hierogamic matrimony that transforms these (earthly) women into "co-
spouses" of the god Jamadagni and servants of his wife Yellamma. There are also
consecrations for men, in this case transvestite eunuchs called j&omacr;gappa (Bradford,
1983).
23 On the prostitutional destiny of the "devotees" of Yellamma, see Punekar and
Rao (1967), and Shankar (1990); in 1984 the regional government reactivated the
"Prohibition Act of Dedication" in order to prohibit the traffic in women under
cover of a "passport" of religious consecration, an act of simony that is practiced
at present between northern Karnataka and large urban centers.
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observance of governmental prohibitions than any eventual di-
vine wrath provoked by transgression of tradition.
The internal dynamics of social groups was also a factor. Recep-

tacles of religious legitimacy and desirous of statutory preserva-
tion, the Banajiga were caught up in the simultaneous movement
of modernization and Sanskritization of the &dquo;highest&dquo;
Lingayat segments, and thus led to seek adjustments correspond-
ing to the new social situation, 24 required to do so rather than
willingly accepting it moreover, as was proven by interviews and
discussions. Was this not the necessary condition for survival of
the group, that it establish its interests and have them triumph
in a social sphere that had become competitive? Adapting to a
situation in the process of transformation required alignment with
the general orientation of a country seized by modernization, even
while the federal organization of the nation encouraged rivalry
between regions.
From that point on, at its microscopic level, the change of sex

in the c~ev~clc~s~ post was but a reflection of both the ideological
and institutional trend toward modernization and its moralizing
shadow, more than a little Victorian, that was taking hold of so-
ciety and consequently of all institutions, including religious ones.
The gradual seizure of the entire social spectrum by bureaucrat-
ic administration, which emanated from political authorities alone,
by now the only seat of legitimacy, resulted in making the or-
ganization of large temples and important pilgrimage centers
uniform.

Alongside these major trends, the somewhat anecdotal circum-
stances that led to masculinization of the devadäsl position at
Saundatti is worthy of closer examination. There we discover a
tale whose romantic nature in no way contradicts its social sig-
nificance. We shall see that the exact opposite is true.

24 See J. Assayag, "Modernisation de la caste et indianisation de la d&eacute;mocratie:
le cas des Linng&amacr;yat", Archives europ&eacute;ennes de sociologie, 1986, XXVII, 2, 319-352;
"Tocqueville chez Kipling. De la d&eacute;mocratie et Inde&mdash;Tradition et Modernit&eacute;", Ar-
chives des sciences sociales des religions, 1989c, 67, 1, 99-124. The author has at-
tempted in these two articles to analyze the process of adaptation to modernity in
the Ling&amacr;yat castes and, more generally, to present the paradoxes born of the en-
counter between caste society and democratic regime.
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THE STORY OF I~~I,I_A1~I~I~2s

Despite an accumulation of proofs, the pujärl unflappably con-
tinued to deny any change. As my research continued, I came

to understand they were conforming themselves to the silence im-
posed on them by their group interests but were in particular obey-
ing the order given by one who had been the leading protagonist
in the events that led to the eviction of women from temple serv-
ice. If I was unable to learn any more than what is about to be
described, I owe it to a priest who constantly acted as shield,
Shivanagowda, the perfect anti-informer, so to speak, who prac-
ticed the art of distraction exquisitely and with humor. Not that
it was impossible to communicate with him, but he quickly un-
derstood that my questions kept returning to the story of the wom-
an who today is his wife. For as a matter of fact, by cross-checking
I had been able to deduce that Mallamrna. had been the last
~w~e~~si of the Saundatti temple before marrying him. Rumors
of their liaison and its repercussions on divine service had given
rise to an insatiable desire to uncover the detailed story of the
life of this woman. It must be plainly stated that Shivanagow-
da’s mute reaction brought the project to naught.
The nearly permanent presence of Mallamma at the site along-

side her husband, a rather exceptional fact among the ~u,~~~°i, in-
flamed my curiosity. But Mallamma said not a word. She was
content to focus her beautiful pale smile on the loquaciousness
of Shivanagowda whose pleasure consisted in provoking laugh-
ter in the many persons who came to listen to him. Seated cross-
legged on his litter, his belly so fleshy the folds of flesh nearly
hid the emblem of his sect (i,~t~-lin~c~~,~~ without ever growing
weary of doing so he spent the entire day languidly contemplat-

25 By employing Bourdieu’s formulae, it is not intended here to recreate "the to-
tally absurd opposition between individual and society" (1987: 43) nor to succumb
to "biographical illusion" (1986), but to reconstruct from a "life trajectory" the
"social surface" upon which individuals act.
26 The Vira&sacute;aiva sect is distinguished by an emblem its members wear: a tiny
"phallus" (ista-linga) contained in a silver capsule (gunda-gaddige) received when
they are initiated (Assayag, 1983, Part II, Chap. III). According to the teachings
of the sect, "Virasaivism disapproves of the cult of images as much as possible and
affirms that the supreme being should be adored through one’s own Istalinga, the

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219003815204 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219003815204


94

ing the ceaseless flow of pilgrims. While waiting for the devotees
who came to seek his services, he distributed his service roles to
his children as often as he could. Above all he enjoyed the peri-
ods of calm in which there assembled around him a tight crowd
of neighbors, or the simply curious, who had come to take ad-
vantage of his legendary humor, which was accentuated even more
by his monochord voice, his stolid face and his white hair stiffly
standing straight up. Naturally I was the butt of his humor; for
what he knew, or rather imagined, of life abroad transformed
his fascination for the West into bursts of witticism at my ex-
pense. The favorite topic for his scoffing monologues, interrupted
only by provocative questions or outbursts of laughter from his
audience, dealt with problems of couples. And his tales inevita-
bly were spun around women and sex, marriage and concubinage,
even extra-marital relations. This did not keep him from deplor-
ing (although it was impossible to determine how serious he was)
the prohibition of divorce in India, declaring with appropriate
winks of his eye that he envied this advantage enjoyed by the
representative of the West that I was. My questions were stopped
by his jesting remarks, and my research could only be halted. This
thunderingly cordial man was intoxicated by his own humor
without ever revealing himself. Behind him Mallamma continued
to smile...
To the extent that all the protagonists directly concerned re-

fused to speak, the tale that follows is reconstructed from par-
tial testimony but with converging indications. ’ 

‘

The woman who became the last devadosi of Saundatti tem-
ple was of Ksatriya origins. Although today she is called Mal-
lamma, her name before was Yamanava, as shown by the foto-
copy of an official list of 41 attendants, apart from priests, who
.in 1970 provided service to the goddess. We were allowed to exa-

Linga received from the Guru at the time of initiation, Diksa" (Nandimath, 1942:
11). However, as I was able to note when visiting many Ling&amacr;yat monasteries (matha)
(Assayag, 1983: 202 ff.), all these institutions have temples in their midst that can
hardly be distinguished from ordinary Hindu sanctuaries in terms of organization,
ceremonies and rituals. Although limited, the survey of temple personnel by Goswamy
and Morab (1975) shows that Ling&amacr;yat puj&amacr;ri&mdash;Gowda, Tammadi, Adi-B&amacr;najiga&mdash;
amass in a hereditary manner the religious services in many Shivaite sanctuaries,
including some very important ones since the Gowda, for example, have developed
a monopoly on the temple of Mahadeswar in the district of Mysore.
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mine the list by a. (Muslim) resident who had accumulated much
resentment from the ~uj~~°i. This list stipulates that the name of
Yamanava is that of her mother, an exceptional nominative trans-
mission in a patrilinear context, which shows that she did in fact
belong to a family of devadasI, where the tradition is matrilinear.

Married to a man from the Ksatriya caste, by the name of Budd-
hihargowda, she was sold by him, for unknown reasons, to Padap-
pa whose wife she then became. Padappa, whose family was of
the Sunagar caste that occupied the office of mangalaräti through
hereditary succession, made his wife the dwcz~~si of the temple.
of Yeliamma. After several years, during which Mallamma was
the ° ’sacred prostitute&dquo; attached to the temple and available for
the wishes of the priests, one of them &dquo;fell in love&dquo; with her.
Shivanagowda, since it is he of whom we are speaking, took her
first as concubine and then decided to marry her. This marriage
did not please his first wife and caused a quarrel that took on
legal dimensions when she brought suit before the Court of Justice
of Belgaum demanding invalidation of the second marriage. Af-
ter studying the case the tribunal declared that it had been legal-
ly registered with the civil administration. Shivanagowda did not
even need to repudiate his first wife since she had never existed t
Mallamma became the legitimate spouse of Shivanagowda and,
through marriage, once again changed caste.

This new social identity raised a problem, however. With respect
to the hierarchy of castes and religious services, Mallamma could
not be simultaneously the, wife of a ~3~x~aji~~ ~~j~~i and continue
to fulfill her duties as ~~~~re~-5’cv~~, a duty traditionally
reserved to the lower caste of the Sunagar. For understandable
reasons, and ones that do not depend solely on the Indian logic
of purity, Shivanagowda refused to allow his wife to perform the
role devadasl. Assembled to deliberate on this question, a coun-
cil of the Banajiga caste approved his decision. And, in order to
avoid any further problems, the assembly decided that from now
on the office of mahgalarc7ti would be held exclusively by men!
Moreover, it proclaimed that the two male children Shivanagowda
had by Mallamma could officiate in the temple of Yellamma as
attendants, but with the expressed condition that they never pene-
trate into the interior of the cella because of the stigma of impu-
rity from their birth. This prohibition is still respected today by
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the eldest son, now seventeen years old, as I was able to observe
directly
Thus despite silence or denials, the position of mangalarati was

indeed held by women. This open secret is indirectly confirmed
by an aspect of the ritual service that seems a significant involun-
tary slip. Although today only young unmarried males execute
this service to the goddess, when performing their ritual duties
their heads are always covered with a long shawl that gives them
a feminine silhouette; the cloth for this garb comes from dona-
tions made to the goddess by devotees and is part of her &dquo;treas-
ure&dquo;. Consequently, despite the explicit denials of contemporary
agents, the ritual continucs to bear traces of a historical fact es-
tablished by researchw2s

MACRO- AND MICRO-HISTORY

Alongside a general study of the profound changes that have taken
place as India has undergone modernization, bringing in its wake
a transformation in the organization of temples that has changed
them from patrimonial institutions into management bureaucra-
cies, it can be understood that there is room for a modest survey
of social anthropology with a penchant for finding revelatory de-
tails, at a very reduced scale of observation, naturally.

Behind the myth, so carefully maintained by the dominant caste,
of a &dquo;temple hypostasis&dquo; and thanks to an event that is symbol-
ic in more ways than one, a prosopographic analysis, working
from clues in the manner of a police detective, discovers traces
of its history.29 No matter how irregular or atypical they may be,

27 J&omacr;gamma is the regional and modern name for the devad&amacr;s&imacr; of Karnataka;
descriptions of the ritual role and the sociological situation of these women can
be found in Patil (1977), Gurumurthy (1982), Assayag (1988, 1989a, 1989b) and
Shankar (1990). The daughter of Mallamma was initiated as "woman of good omen"
(j&omacr;gamma) and, according to an unconfirmed rumor, at present works as a prosti-
tute in Goa.
28 The priests do not at all appreciate photographs (cf. note 12). A black-and-

white photo from some thirty years ago, no doubt taken during.a temple celebra-
tion, shows that the s&emacr;vakari-mangalar&amacr;ti, the devad&amacr;s&imacr; of that time, was in fact
a woman.
29 See the collection of articles by Ginzburg (1988).
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the biographical vicissitudes of the &dquo;divine slav&dquo; must be inter-
preted in light of a context that makes them possible and thus
normal. By reflecting on &dquo; ia°oeis&dquo;-the names Mallamma and
Shivanagowda-exceptional figures at the origin of a crisis that
is both institutional and social and that split the community, we
can reconstruct3° the strategies used in the play of local forces
that made a new equilibrium possible. As Indian social stratifi-
cation still requires today, the struggle for maintaining the sta-
sus quo in the temple with its dominant structure is not an in-
dividual operation and is expressed within a constantly mobile
relational network that responds to a social foundation, to a
familial sub-structure based on caste. But its agents manifest their
freedom through calculation of profits and losses within the
framework of choices, whose limits must be set precisely because
they are determinant.
Even while exemplifying local conditions for a radical trans-

formation, and illuminating a more global change in orientation
in conformity with the continuity of abrupt changes through which
tradition is invented, this highly symptomatic &dquo;rnicro&dquo;-history
demonstrates the complexity in situ of mechanisms of social
reproduction. And in so doing it unveils the type of rationality
proper to its agents, creating unknown historical configurations.

Jackie Assayag
(Center for Indian and East Asian Studies, Paris)

30 Indeed Anglo-Saxon anthropology has always paid more attention than French
ethnology to the construction of social roles and their interactions; nevertheless,
the dangerously relativist aspect of the hermeneutical trend (particularly in the work
of Rabinow, (1977) must be denounced, which attributes to the interpretative act
(of biography) alone the meaning of "life trajectories". However, the context in
which these "lives" are written limits the possibilities for interpretation, which con-
sequently are not infinite.
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