
Roles and Rituals
for

Hindu Women

edited by

Julia Leslie

Pinter Publishers
London



Contents

Illustrations: List of Plates xi

List of Figures xii

Abbreviations xiii

Contributors xv

Introduction Julia Leslie 1

The Challenge 1
The Interpretation of Texts 1
Hearing the Voices of Women 3

The Ritual Wife 5
Power in the Home 6
The Ritual of Dance 8
The Pursuit of Salvation 9
Conflicts and Resolutions 12

I The Ritual Wife 15

1 Indra's Curse, Varuna's Noose, and the Suppression of the
Woman in the Vedic Srauta Ritual Frederick M. Smith 17
Introduction 17
Indra's Curse and Varuna's Noose 23

The Girdling of the Wife 24
The Offerings to the Wives of the Gods 27
The Untying of the Wife's Girdle 32

Soma. Semen and Substitution 32
The Identifications Implied 38
Further Substitutions for the Wife 42

Conclusions 43



vi Contents

2 Marital Expectations as Dramatized in Hindu Marriage Rituals
Werner F. Menski 47
Introduction 47
Perceptions of the Declining Position of Women in Ancient India 49
Methodological Problems 51
The Conceptual Framework for a Study of Hindu Marital Expec-

tations 52
The Conceptual Framework of Vedic Marriage 53
Marital Expectations in Rgveda 10.85 55
Marital Expectations in Atharvaveda 14.1-2 59
Marital Expectations in the Grhyasutras 62
Observations on the Contemporary Situation 65

II Power in the Home 69

3 Desired Fruits: Motive and Intention in the Votive Rites of Hindu
Women Mary McGee 71
Introduction 71
Text and Context: Two Perspectives on Vrnta 72
What the Texts Say 74
The Problem of Liberation 76
What Women Say 78

Marital Felicity as the Primary Goal 78
Contractual Rites 80
The Fulfilment of Stridharma 82
The Question of Liberation 84

Conclusions 87

4 Mothering Rituals in Tamilnadu: Some Magico-Religious Beliefs
Helene Stork 89
Introduction 89
The Art of Bearing a Child in Ancient Medical Texts 90
Folk Rituals and Votive Practices 94

Fecundity Rites 94
Rituals for the Protection of the Child 96

Mothering Gestures and Exorcizing Rites 98
The Transmission of Child-Care Practices 98
Rituals of Bathing. Painting, and Adorning the Baby . . . . 99
Rituals for the Protection of Both Household and Child . . 101
The Fear of the Evil Eye: A Psychoanalytic Approach . . . 102

Lullabies and Sacred Songs 103
Conclusion 104



Contents vii

5 Sri and Jyestha: Ambivalent Role Models for Women
Julia Leslie " 107
Introduction 107
SrT. Goddess of Cow-Dung 109
Jyestha. the Ugly Sister '. 113

Textual Descriptions and Images 115
Mythical Accounts 120
The Senior Wife of Sanskrit Religious Law 123
The Superseded Wife of Erotic Lore 124

Conclusions 126

III The Ritual of Dance 129

6 The Traditional Repertoire of the Tiruttani Temple Dancers
Saskia C. Kersenboom 131
Introduction 131
The Line of Succession 134

The Devaddsi Community 134
The Function of the Devaddsi 134
The Validation of the Devaddsi 136

Her Tradition 137
The Repertoire for Temple Ritual 138

The daily ritual 138
The festival ritual 142

The Repertoire for the Royal Court 144
The Repertoire for Rites of Passage 145

The Character of the Repertoire 146

7 Dance and the Hindu Woman: Bharatanatyam Re-ritualized
Anne-Marie Gaston 149
Introduction 149
The Temple Tradition 153
The Present State of Bharatanatyam 153

The First Public Performance 155
Worshipping the Ankle-Bells 156
The Presence of an Icon on the Concert Stage 156
The Nataraja Image as a Component of the Debut Recital . 161
Forms of Worship on the Concert Stage 162
The Use of Hand Signs 164
Should a Menstruating Dancer Dance? 165

Conclusions 170



viii Contents

IV The Pursuit of Salvation 173

8 Suttee or SatT: Victim or Victor? Julia Leslie 175
Introduction 175
The Victimization of Women 178

An Eighteenth-Century Eyewitness Account 178
A Modern Feminist View 179

The Path of Victory ' 180
Traditional Views on a Twentieth-Century Death 180
An Eighteenth-Century Sanskrit Manual 183

The prohibition on suicide 184
The rewards awaiting the good wife 184
The case of the bad wife 186
The special rulings for the modern era 186
The case of brahmin women 187
Three kinds of devoted wife 188

Conclusions 189

9 Women in the Saiva/Sakta Ethos Sanjukta Gupta 193
Introduction 193
Three Saiva Poetess-Saints 196

Karaikkal Ammaiyar of the Tamils 196
Akka MahadevT of Karnataka 198
Lalla, Ded of Kashmir 199

Three Vaisnava Poetess-Saints 202
Anta] of the Tamils 202
MTra BaT of Rajasthan 202
Bahina BaT of Maharashtra 204

The Notion of Divine Power 205
Conclusions 208

10 Varieties of Hindu Female Asceticism Lynn Teskey Denton 211
Introduction 211
Hindu Women's Spirituality 212

Woman-as-Householder 212
The Values of the Ascetic 214

Diverse Modes of Asceticism 218
Renunciatory Asceticism 219
Celibate Asceticism 222
Tantric Asceticism 225

Diverse Religiosities. Singular Goal 227
Different Relationships with the Social World 227
Summary and Conclusion: Women Who Do Not Return . . 230



Contents j x

General Bibliography 233

Index 251


