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PREFACE

A people with out a sense of their own past are@pfe with out a sense
of self. Yet our understanding of the past has tgénarily from a male

perspective and women’s voices have not been héais.essential to

make these voices heard in order to get a corret#nstanding of the past.
Through the centuries of patriarchal control, worhame negotiated many
layers and levels of existence working out varidoisns of resistance
through various mediums which have often gone uocedt Bhakti was

one such medium which was open to women. Sincgioek space was
one of the restricted spaces available to womemeédieval times many
women embraced bhakti and it provided them the espacdefine their

own truths in voices that revision society, politsglationships and
religions. Women'’s articulation is often at oddgshamhe dominant male
voice which is the only voice that is heard in ttiatal historiography.

Gender becomes a useful category of analysis fariddting the many
ways in which relations of power are constructed aepresented in
society.

Through out the long course of Indian history ¢héave been a large
number of religious movements which have sprunmftimne to time with
varying degrees of impact. India witnessed sigaific socio-economic
changes during the medieval period giving riseh® ¢mergence of new
social groups which could not fit into traditiortaérarchy. The Law books
were ossified as they did not anticipate these gdsinwhich were
engendered by large scale socio-economic transfamngaat a macro-
level. The newly emerging social groups attemptedrddefine their
position and status with in the given traditionarlrchy and spearheaded
a movement articulating their demands for restmiretuthe existing order.
By declaring that God dwells in each individual areé could attain God
through faith and devotion these saints broughtigil to the
downtrodden and henceforth marginalized sectionsoafety. Religious
movements acquire greater significance as they adae reaching impact
on society as a whole by penetrating even its agohdl as well as
pragmatic base. A large number of women also becpare of this
movement and wrote poems and songs on differeméhesuch as love
for the lord, their oppressive life, their seekofga God who is their lover,
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husband and consort. A reading of these poems agemsnew world in
front of our eyes and shows us some of the waysugir which women
expressed themselves and negotiated patriarchy.

While the voices of women are absent from this muset this movement
itself has not been analyzed properly and many haokeed upon this as a
dynamic aspect of Hinduism. Historically the retigsé beliefs and

practices of the Hindus were too divergent to dtutst a coherent,

monolith religious system that has been a partefimagined image of
Hinduism in modern times. This fundamental mismabstween the

sacred literature and their modern readings isafrthe main reasons for
tracing the history of the Bhakti movement on ignaterms. A historical

gaze at Hinduism clearly points out that, to vidwis tas a single religious
system is not correct and a distortion of the logteneous religious
practices which has become well entrenched in tsdemia and our
mindset. This exercise has also spurred a schomvifalists who have

adopted equally narrow readings by imputing categomto medieval

India to present a purely spiritual past obscutimg diversities. Thus the
exercise of finding the diversities of languagegioa, caste, gender and
religion and their narratives in the Bhakti moveinbecomes a logical
starting point.

It was only in the 19th centuries that a monodifinition of Hinduism
was given basing on textual constructions. Theidritperception of
Hinduism was from the point of view of Christianityn the divide
between the Colonizer and the Colonized, it wasméstern standards and
Christianity which became the basis to evaluateddism. There was an
inability to view Hinduism on its own terms and ditions. Efforts were
made to find notions of Christianity like monotheisa salvation and
notions of after life in Hinduism. Hinduism to tmlonial administration
became an imagined religion of a vast majorityhef population. This was
a concept that never existed in the consciousrfebe dndian people them
selves. In the rise and flowering of the Bhakti Mment we glean a
revealing luminosity on the heterogeneous religioatices of the Indian
people.

Hinduism can never be viewed as one monolith ti@dior a unitary

practice. Through out history there have beerouarindependent reform
movements which questioned the authority of the adednd created an
alternative religious space through different moaled means and we find
a great representative in the Bhakti movement. Bleeka concept means
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devotion and surrender. For the common persotetine is understood in
terms of religious devotion only, devotion to agmral God, a God who is
conceived as a supreme God for salvation. Theesaform of devotion
was characterized with different kinds of rituatsdasacrifices in which
Vedic mantras played a significant role. The Brahsnavere in the
forefront and they initiated all kinds of ceremanidBut gradually the
aspect of ritualistic religion began to be overtak®y the concept of
Upasana (worship) orBhajana( religious singing) in which th&addha (
devotion or genuine regard) had a fundamental plahe importance of
this spirit of Sraddha bhakti or respectful dependence upon God was
considered as the first step in the scheme of bhkakt It is interesting to
see that even in the Vedic tim8saddha bhakti made its influence felt in
many directions. Under its wholesome impetus, thedi¥ religion
progressed from polytheism to monotheism, for bheksentially stands
for broad comprehensive faith in one who is adored.

Though this doctrine is traced to the Brahmanigalition, in the
religious scripture of Gita, it was in the southivbeen the seventh and
tenth centuries; this movement became broad basg¢dequired a huge
social support. The great bhakti tradition thatdve@q South India had its
origins from the Sangam period. Bhakti or devotappears for the first
time in the literary accounts likBaripadal and Tirumurukarappadai as
the central concept which was to be later developede fully by the
Alvars and Nayanars and elaborated in the VaishaadaSaiva canonical
texts of medieval times. It was the Acharyas whovjated a philosophical
basis for this movement.

Of the four ways of attaining God, Bhakti is comsigld as easy and simple
since it makes one more accessible to God diretitlgreates a space
which gives way to personal kind of relationshighathe Almighty or the
Creator eliminating any intermediaries. This aspeittohakti attracted
large number of people who began to follow thesapto attain salvation
and hence, this became popular among the masses dib social
backgrounds. The doctrine of bhakti as well apiigstice can be traced to
remote antiquity and in fact medieval thinkers ¢anly appealed to these
sources to give a long historical past. Hence titsatly Bhakti manifested
itself as early as Vedic hymns, but gradually depedl through the time
till medieval period when it reached its climax. Aew wave of
emotionalism spurred by a longing for a persona gho was addressed
in the vernaculars is one of the main features eflisval bhakti and this
appears as a response to the existing situatiorrding from the southern
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regions, we find this movement spreading in Nort thence to Bengal,
Maharashtra, Kashmir, Gujarat and Assam.

In the paucity of source material for the study roédieval society
especially of the unprivileged, the bhakti moveménta very good
example of the voices of the unprivileged and woneervibrant living
tradition that is very much a part of our plurakmdity and rich cultural
heritage. It is one of the strengths of Indianl@ation to accommodate a
wide variety of voices which to the outsider maersecontradictory,
confounding, disorganized and illogical. It is ihigt rich tapestry of
creativity that the many voices interact over titngoroduce many hybrid
forms which keep the vibrancy of Indian civilizatialive as they are
responses to a wide variety of situations fromhtmnestead, village to the
regional and universal. Today our myopic readaigthe past using
singular frames of references has brought abouditygin public life
leading to communalism that are based on watertightpartmentalization
of identities rather than as a fluid view of thespahich stands as a
negation of all that the bhakti saints stood fdrisT movement occurred in
many parts of India over the centuries and thereeweany regional
variations. Sustaining this vibrancy over a vasttigh and temporal canvas
was a common thread running through out this mowtragemplified in
the ways of questioning the existing religious sgsand promoting socio-
religious egalitarianism. The Bhakti saints wantkd religious space to
open up and provide alternative spaces to theiegisne.

The historical works on Hinduism written prior ttte nineteenth century
by western scholars did not mention this term bhalkrom the second
half of the nineteenth century different theoriesrevpropounded on the
character of the movement and its origins. H.HIs@i first used the term
bhakti to denote Krishna bhakti of the VaisnavaBefigal. It was George
Grierson who developed the idea of bhakti as aio#li a cult and a
doctrine. Orientlists like William Jones, H.T. Cbteok, closely related to
the, "Asiatic Society of India" looked back at thry of the past and
covered a wide range of themes in Sanskrit liteeatan philosophy and
Hindu religion in general. Theorization about biha&glly started with the
Orientalists who conjured up images of an exotizlepce and the
othering of India commenced. European constructiohsthe varied
images of Asia started within the context of impksim, a binary opposite
to demarcate the progressive and the backwardastamvperiod that saw a
discourse of power which characterized a particdat of social,
economic and political relations between Europeitsdolonies. Many of
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the ideological texts transformed the ideals andmative values of
ancient Indians as standard and this led to distetof reality as there is a
fundamental disconnectedness between the text lamdcontext. The
Orientalists created Hinduism in their own imageasilof their theoretical
formulations were based on contemporary Christiearction in Europe
against explaining God in abstract and personaiger

In many modern day writings also, the bhakti moveimis treated as
literary or at best an ideological phenomena wiiati religion at the basis
of its inspiration and more works have been wriout this movement
by Litterateurs than historians. This has mairdprened due to the lack
of emphasis on social history and also the lackamdlytical tools in
history writing till the 1950's and hence the seaconomic factors that
have been responsible for bringing in a change h@&en ignored. Since
most of these saints were from marginalized grams were composing
and writing in the vernacular literature in an otadition which was
passed down from generations, there is a majorgmobf sources for the
historian as these text presupposed an oral carswss that is
improperly translated when we print the same andnly now being
recognized with the interest in consciousness studihere is very little
historical information on these saints and theyenmst patronized by any
kings or court biographers and therefore were detshe established
system. Nor is any religious hagiography availaddeut them from the
time they deemed to have in habited. Much of the$tory has been
reconstructed much later by writers and biograplaising from the
emerging anglicized middle class. Yet most of themats are very much
alive in the popular culture and the day to dag bff India in different
regions and are the most important link to the iooities between past
and present in Indian culture.

Over the centuries, the transformation of the tradition into a textual
one saw many accretions and these interpolationeddo marginalize,
domesticate or valorized certain events and pelisiesausing a plethora
of devices but it is still possible for a historiamarrive at the essence of
the texts by deconstructing the meanings usingiay @f methodological
tools borrowed from different disciplines. The téxtherefore seen in its
historical context against the background of largprestions that
conditioned the socio-economic and politico-culturantext rather than
probing into the literary nuances and nicetiesesitie focus is on broad
socio-religious patterns.
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There are multiple dynamics of any movement seerthen constant
interplay of opposition and co-option and a gendemeading offers us
such glimpses where we see alternating phases ditatem and
domestication. We see that bhakti created an alieenspace for women
by stressing that all were equal in the eyes of @od everyone could
realize God. Thus, we had a large number of womem pvacticed bhakti.
There is a palpable tension that finally comes whben the divergent
views of the women, who were very outspoken andteeato lead life on
their own terms and conditions and the men wetewilting to provide
this space to them implying that they wanted refdomend at a certain
point, come together. While the women wanted tal laalife as they
pleased, the forces of reaction set in as it walddrive the men of their
domestic dominance and these contradictory featumasifested to
reinforce and reiterate the already existing natiohwomen, family and
their roles.

Though doubts have been raised about this moverbeiny a mass
movement and if at all the label of movement camyglied to this vastly
different streams and practices as they emergeédfarent parts of India.
No doubt there were wide differences regardingatititude of these saints
to scriptures and their agendas of social reforrd amany of them
especially thesagun bhaktas never challenged the living conditionshef
people and the over all aim of the movement wawiididal salvation and
mystical union with God, through the help of a guyet it cannot be
denied that they did question the existing hieraxin their own way and
were critical of many of the structures and insiitos. Regional flavors
and complexities only added to finding newer solsi to what was
essentially a same problem and thus we find thatanbe of the bhakti
saints having a remarkable similarity.

A rationale for such a study is too obvious to neeg justification for

there are many conventional explanations that ddeaal us to a holistic
understanding of the bhakti movement. Women'’s \®lt@ve been by and
large absent from main stream history and we needdonstruct a history
which gives women their due. Religion has always/etl a major role in
the establishment of a cultural identity, whicHfirsnly rooted in history

and women had a space only through religion. Hemareen'’s history has
to be reconstructed through the medium of religibime abiding image of
India today as a modern day nation ready to moveodhe 21st century
and yet rooted in tradition is primarily due to fhresence of both old and
new in multiple combinations. Socio- cultural confties and
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discontinuities resonate in India from the pasthi® present especially in
the arena of religion and culture. The need totheecomplex linkages
between the large scale socio-economic changé®imtlian subcontinent
and the contingent expression of religiosity asrimtined aspects without
demarcating them into separate blocks was anoted.riThere is also a
need to read the sources in their context othermisewould end up

reading history backwards with an idea of fixedgieus boundaries that
are commonplace nowadays where as in the mediesabdp socio-

religious boundaries were being constantly redrame only hopes that
through this endeavor, it would be possible todpidat a vibrant tradition

in all its complexities giving space to all facetsd themes in history and
reconstruct women'’s history.
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CHAPTERI

HISTORY OFRELIGION:
PROBLEMS AND POSSIBILITIES OFLOCATING
WOMEN IN THE INDIAN CONTEXT

It is generally believed that our notion of the tpaess come about with the
British as they changed the history as well asntiogle of writing history
in India. However, the whole debate that historiealtings in India
emerged with the coming of British has been selyoaballenged by a
large number of scholars. Questions have beendraiselong with the
railroad, the clock did the British also bring tl@estionable gift of
history. The question that is posed here is, dddHimdus have a sense of
history? An extension of this question would be thé Hindu women
have any sense of history?

This has to be seen from the methodology of histdryeligions which
shows that there are many events and collectiofacté which are of
prime importancé.Though much has been added to our understanding of
the past with a large number of indigenous writirgdig lacuna that
remains is that women’'s voices are completely abdeom this
understanding. Our understanding of the past has peimarily from a
male perspective and women have had no visibikyehOne of the main
reasons for this lies in the way the nature ofcdnisél understanding
privileges certain sources. Literary sources awergiprivilege over oral
history on the count that secondary orality tampétk the original intent
of the author. But parallel to this is the blurringvay of archaeological
sources which would help us to reconstruct the rizdtives of women
and thus the religious life also to a considerabiEnt. This may sound
paradoxical but we seem to have better understgratiout the religious
lives of pre-historic and proto-historic commurstiebased on
archaeological sources than we have of the litepsigple. On of the
problems in writng the history of literate socistis that the voices of the
literary elite come into full focus. In the Indiaontext the literary elite
were the Brahmanas writing in Sanskrit and later Moulvis writing in
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Persian —both articulating a point of view that wast representing
women. Therefore it is essential to make theseegdieard in order to get

a correct understanding of the past. One of thecesiufor such an exercise
in ancient Indian history is th&herigatha or voices of theTheris
(Buddhist nuns) and some fragments from Sanganrafitee of
Tamilagam. TheTheris songs celebrate the day to day existence, the toi
and hardships of every day life, a life involvelhwpestle and mortar and

a life filled with grief and pain till the banishef pain Buddha's teachings
bring about a life transformation.

Through the centuries of patriarchal control worheme negotiated many
layers and levels of existence working out varidoisns of resistance
through various mediums which have often gone uocedtand hence
need to be rehabilitated to get a more meaningév wf history. Bhakti(
religious devotion) was one such medium which wasnoto women and
in the initial stages saw large scale participabgrwomen. Since religious
space was one of the spaces available to womeredierval times many
women embraced bhakti and it provided them the espacdefine their
own truths in voices that revision society, politsglationships and
religions. Women saints could hope to create aespacthemselves only
with in the popular religious movement like the kifhanovement.

A people with out a sense of their own past are@pfe with out a sense
of self. However the voices of our past are prilgaim male voices
robbing women of their selfhood. Women'’s articuatiis often at odds
with the dominant male voice which is the only withat is heard in
traditional historiography. Gender becomes a useditégory of analysis
for elucidating the many ways in which relationspofver are constructed
and represented in society.Gender has to be situated in the Indian
Context and here the residue stems from the nittadtices which encode
meaning of cooperation, cooption and protest. Westéeminist
methodology have to be located here using indigemategories like the
concept of chastity, loyalty, devotion and divireward. Further in the
Indian context to reconstruct women’s history iedg to look into the
rituals and such an exercise was done by NN Bhaitge in his work title
Ancient Indian Rituals and their Social content.wdoer one of the
shortcomings of this book is the absence of a fenperspective, but it
has nonetheless shown a path that women’s histamyretrieved in the
Indian context and the study of the rituals of biekti is a step in this
direction.



History of Religion 3

The idea of gender is a social construct whichoistiouously reinforced
by various mechanisms and in India it is in tharfaf rituals. Of all the
mechanisms through which gender differences arpepgated, ideology
as manifested in culture seems to be the mostteiedt cannot be denied
that all aspects of reality are gendered and gemdist serve as a mode of
questioning that undergirds all efforts at histariceconstruction. Yet at
the same time since the experience of genderfitvged deeply implicated
in other categories such as class, caste racennatid sexuality focus on
gender can never be adequate for feminist histajoy.* It is in periods
of historical transition, ideological reinforcemesftnotions of gender get
strengthened manifold. While transformation iniseeconomic spheres
may be afoot, cultural and ideological changes dbkeep pace which
leads to a mismatch. On the contrary, renewednauwd mechanisms are
fashioned to control social change itself, morersthe case of women.
Coming again to the Indian context we see thaidba of class and other
categories subsume gender thereby marginalizingewbalittle space that
women had inscribed for themselves in the pastexample of this would
be the patronage of the Satavahana royal ladi@sdiahism whereas the
men predominantly patronized the Vedic religion.rédeve see that
religion as a conceptual category was fluid. Thotigh focus of Indian
history had class tilt, yet the royal ladies wereleded largely from the
area of enquiry. There are many such examples mditéhns by queens to
Buddhism and the royal women commissioning worksaufrevealing
their religious predilections and preferences, tes never became a
serious area of enquiry.

India witnessed significant socio-economic changesng the medieval
period giving rise to new social groups which contd fit into traditional

hierarchy. We have a large number of inscriptiohthe newly emergent
groups who prosper because of the changes in thwoegy, particularly

agrarian expansion and crop diversification. Thditipe that appear
through out the subcontinent during the Middle Agesre not the
dispersed fragments of a previous central govertnbem new formations
arising out of the extension of agrarian settlenzamt the resulting growth
of population. The increasing number of politicalyers who figure in the
historical record do not evidence the usurpatiorrayfal power by the
formerly dependent class, but instead the emergengeolitical elites

among the evolving societies along the agrariantieo. * The inscriptions

with their different patterns of distribution halg in tracking the historical
processes and also the various cultural practideth® communities
practicing craft traitions. Inscriptions like med# court literature and
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other sources are a form of discourse containipgesentation of the self
and the world. Among these groups we also noticeespastoral and
tribal groups who were being peaseantised likeMheathas, Jats, Ahoms
etc and in this process also continued to retamesof their tribal and

egalitarian characteristics that gave space to wowte performed many
functions in the social domain. But this histori¢att is hidden by the
historiographical intervention that viewed Hinduis® a monolithic from

19" century onwards, on the basis of scriptural timdiather than viewing
Hinduism as a series of extended minorities witmigture of scriptural

and local traditions.

During the medieval period these newly emergingas@roups, attempted
to redefine their position and status with in tlieg traditional hierarchy
and spearheaded a movement articulating their désnim restructuring
the existing order. By declaring that God dewal®ach individual and
one could attain God through faith these saintsudpno religion to the
downtrodden and henceforth marginalized sectionssadéiety. This
movement is referred to as the Bhakti movement. tMghianportant is that
women could also now practice bhakti and they wegarded as an equal
in the eyes of God. Unfortunately over the yeaenynof these voices
have been lost. We need to bring women to the cestige of the
historical process and investigate into the varasgects of their lives and
thought. Most of the women'’s studies books in lmistmncentrate on the
European experience and there are very few bookshwiave attempted
to look at women from women’s perspective in thdidn context.

Since religion was an overarching influence in tives of earlier and
present societies this can become a good begirpong. When there
arose a movement in medieval India which couldrbeed to an earlier
period, that questioned the Brahmins and their moho of religion,
women also participated in this whole heartedlyaose this movement
generally referred to as bhakti movement claimed @od resides in each
and every individual and each one has a rightteorathis God.

The word bhakti means devotion, participation, remee or adoration.
For the common person the term is understood imgeof religious
devotion only. The historical works on Hinduism ten prior to the
nineteenth century by western scholars did not ioerthis term. From

the second half of the nineteenth century differén¢éories were
propounded on the movement and its origins. Thelwas first used by
H.H. Wilson to denote Krishna bhakti of the Vaisasvof Bengal.'®
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Monnier Williams did not limit the word to Krishrault but extended it to
the whole of Vaisnavism® It was George Grierson who developed the
idea that bhakti is a religion, a cult and a doetti Medieval period saw
both nirgun (worship of a formless God) as well aagurfworship of a
form) worship. There is an ambiguity that helpsd@mmultiple meanings
and in one way bhakti as unquestioned devotiontalsed the clock back
and perpetuated unquestioned devotion to the swaméant as
householder and also landlord thereby bringing atfmidominance of the
landed male householder.

Earlier the bhakti movement was treated as literaryat best an
ideological phenomena which has religion at thesbag its inspiration.
This has mainly happened due to the lack of emphasisocial history
and hence the socio- economic factors that haven besponsible for
bringing in a change have been ignored. This latwasabeen removed by
some recent studies on the movement. Tarachanth&lthe movement
borrowed a lot from Islanf. Yusuf Husain also felt that this movement
was influenced by Islan? To some this was an attempt at bringing about
an egalitarian socie§) and others view it as a protest against brahmanica
monoploly.”* Some have looked at the movement as a produdteof t
feudal society”? and others have seen it as a result of the expansi
artisan classes due to the number of changes ivatieus crafts as a
result of improvement in technolody and some due to the increase in
commodity production as a result of trade expansidhe increase in
commodity production shows a clear rise in the ripsions regarding
temple donations in Vijaynagar period also. This baen referred to by
Cynthia Talbot, Karashima and Sinopoli. Carla Swolopxamines a
diverse range of crafts to explore the role andhiiance of craft
production in the political economy of the fourtdethrough seventeenth-
century South Indian Vijayanagara Empire. Rangingmf poetry to
pottery, Sinopoli utilizes evidence from twenty yeaf fieldwork at the
Vijayanagara capital, providing a focused accouhtaodynamic and
extensive range of craft production activities, ptete with social,
political and economic implications for a wide spem of actors and
institutions within a diversity of temporal and geaphical settings. This,
1350 to 1650 A.D. was also a period of urban expanthe capital city of
Vijaynagara being home to quarter million inhabigaf® The nearness to
the temple and its co-relation to higher sociatustarelegated women
farther as they came nearer only through identaie$iousewife, mother,
daughter etc. In their autonomous capacities omlywise groups like
temple servants and devadasis were nearer torfete Thus the counter
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narrative of the egalitarian spirit of the bhakithwthe rise of a new landed
order is noticed. It is possible to decipher thisthe case of each
geographical region by undertaking a painstakinglystof the temple
sthala Puranas which would reveal how layers atfires came to be
superimposed on the original idea of the shrine adeng period of time.

The bhakti movement was a product of a transitiswdiety where a
number of changes were taking place on the pdlitezamnomic and social
front. On the political front the thirteenth to w®nth century saw the
decline of an all powerful state and the rise oiuaber of provincial and
regional states® By the beginning of 1Bcentury India saw the rise of a
number of feudal states like Bengal, Khandesh, gauyrMalwa, Bihar,
Kashmir and Sindh in the North and Golconda, Bifaidar, Gulburga,
Ahmadnagar, Berar in the south. On the economiatfriie Delhi
Sultanate witnessed a number of changes. Thiseda an economic
organization which was considerably superior to ¢aglier one. In its
earlier phase the Delhi Sultanate had releasededotbat led to the
expansion of towns and alternations in agrariarditmms. As a result by
the 14" century ther was a considerable growth in the ¢tosf these
towns and expansion in craft productiuon and corameAll this had
occurred due to a number of changes in the varoafs as a result of
improvement in technology. This can be seen in Setiure, carpet
weaving on the verticle loom, introduction of thersing wheel¢harkha)
in the cotton textile sector, the Persian whedéfrigation, the introduction
of paper, the appearance of magnetic compass aisl @0 navigation and
the invention of accurate time keeping devices tflee regulation of
economic activity’ The increase in commerce can be seen in thesisere
of coinageas a result of the transfer of storedesiind gold into minted
money?® There is also an increase in the slave marketrdwige artisans
conversant with the new technique and cheap lafaouhe various crafts.
2 Though a large surplus was being generated itapasopriated by the
ruling classes through taxation.

Though a large number of artisans were coming ftoenrank of people
outside the profession, they were not acceptedjaal @mong the Indian
artisans organized along hereditary custom bourstiesa On the other
hand even though the merchants and tradesmen kaidedt a lot of
wealth they had no place in the social hierarchige situation was similar
to what had happened durin§' 8en. When the rise of Buddhism and
Jainism had taken place and the city had produtsedwn stratification
where the artisans or merchants were more powssdtithe Brahmanical
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literature did not include the trader and artisanoag the superior
groups® The social front was characterized by Brahmaniggiression of
the worst kind. In order to maintain their statug, complex rites and
rituals were practiced and those that did notrtbithe traditional four
castes were termed outcasteschandalas’™ The outcastes were denied
any social prestige and all the privileges of alBman such as recitation of
the Vedas, offering of sacrifices to the fire. IfSadra or a Vaisya was
proved to have recited the Vedas and he was acdmgdtlie Brahmin
before the ruler, the latter would order his tonguee cut off? This was
a period when Jainism and Buddhism had practicdibpppeared and it
was the orthodox Brahmins that had reigned suprenidey alone
understood Sanskrit in which the ancient religitaxés were produced and
this made the performance of various rites andlsttheir monopoly. As
they had acquired a lot of power due to the larehtgr which they had
received and these saw their transformation ifemded elite’

Recent works on identity drawn by the concerns h& post colonial
writers have raised many questions regarding matlledia for which we
have to see the medieval understanding ratherjtldging them through
modern eyes. This has rehabilitated many pre modwerstics with out
reflecting on modern biasés.

Even among the Muslims when it came to prayersvemship, the caste
and class differences were ignored and the poorttadich worshipped
side by side but caste was recognized in sociatiogls. The Muslims
were clearly divided int@harif Zatsor high castes andjlaf Zats orlow
castes. The conversion to Islam had certainly natlenan individual
change his old environment which was deeply infageh by caste
distinctions and a general social exclusiveneske different classes of
Muslim communities also began to live aloof fromeaanother, even in
separate quarters in the same &ity.

Indian Islam has been greatly influenced by thésSuhose interventions
have led to a more different pattern of identy fation and practice of
Islam on a day to day basis. Abdul Rahim proceedtidcuss the various
eras such a3retya, Dwaparand Kalyuga which are very much Hindu
concepts.There was an exchange between Islamikliaddl metaphors to
expain certain theological points. Hence there wiéverse ways in which
political Islam, from the time of its arrival india in the 12th century to
its decline as the ruling theology in the 19th ceptadapted itself to the
Indian context and became "Indianized”. Shekh AbBahman Chisti
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sought to explain some Hindu legends and made a fplethem to be
adopted in Muslim ideas and beliefs.

What was very important is the fact that the bhaidvement also opened
up the space for women. By emphasizing that Goeltdwn all- high and
low alike and by rejecting book learning as a wayeaching God, the
bhakti movement opened their doors not just to espgly low status
groups but also to women. Even though most bhakteuding the
women bhaktas rarely address themselves spegffitalbe women, the
shift in the language of worship from Sanskrit ke tanguage spoken by
the common people brought about a new opportunity iomen'’s
creativity to express it self in devotional litaree™’ It is significant that
the work of many of these women, have survivedapypar culture not as
a subterranean tradition but as a major contributiomain stream. Their
heritage has been kept alive more by the ordinapple and has become
an important part of the cultural world. Many ottlfestivals and farm
works and local folk songs invariably refer to wansaints when talking
of characteristic like perseverance, bravery amiebty. The women saints
were gifted with enormous powers and were role nsodethe people in
their immediate vicinity. In the farm works we fimarratives that are very
different from the domesticated and modified névest of the later day.
The rawness that pervades them also is rooted aiditibn which is
grudgingly acknowledged by the mainstream brahnanituals. For
example the songs of the farm working women aredlewd depict the
landlords as rapacious while ideal male is alsdizdoin sensual terms.
This nuanced approach comes alive in the tempte/éés that accompany
each temple during the beginning of the harvest@ealt is during these
occasions that the local goddesses are veneratied survey of these fairs
would point to a version of history that is moredband one in which
more women are visible. An example of these vasetif histories are the
festivals and legends associated with the differegions (corresponding
to eco-zones) like chorwad in Gujarat,Nanjil naduTiamil Nadu and
Shekawat and Hadaut in Rajasthan, Malwa in Punjebkeoonaseema in
Andhra. Most of these narratives also corresponthéoepigraphs and
other material than can be situated in a properpteat and spatial
sequence. Yet this remains hidden from histod/ @guires painstaking
work and a collaboration of archeological, folk alitérary approaches
combine with methods from social histoy.

Inspite of various commonalities between the mald female bhaktas
coming of bhakti meant different things to womerd anen. While the
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male bhakta could follow his chosen path and remaalrouseholder this
was not possible for the women. The women had tmsh between their
bhakti and married and domestic life. Many of thesenen could proceed
on their chosen path by discarding their maritial altogether. Some
remained childless, did not consummate their mgesaor had to walk out
of marriage. The number of women saints who renthimarried is very
less.

The altruistic saintly wife in elite Hinduism cadlethe good woman is
epitomized in female form of self willed death eallsati. This
extraordinary act exemplifies wifely devotion amydlty par excellence.
On the other hand we have saints who emerge whdsr prevails and it
becomes routine and mundane. Some saints who euptder by turning
the power upside down in order to reveal the pafehaos. In Hinduism
several high caste females have pursued religideisolitside marriage
though lack of official orders or communities hasbvays made it
problematic for them. Because it taks a great adatourage this is
considered heroic and it makes the woman saintiosds despite their
normative refusal to legitimise a spiritual lifer iwoman outside marriage.
Thus these women communicate with deities diresftgn in a state of
possession and spontaneously in the vernaculas. adpiect of possession
is one of the spaces for women. Their spirituatitg powerful anti dote to
the official relgion and attractive to many men amdmen alike. This
gives them an extra ordinary power in the eyes hafs¢é who are
constrained by norms and institutions. In otherdspprecisely because of
lack of institutional role in some religions womdrave had great
opportunities to be flamboyant and free spirif&d.

Though there is very little historical evidence abthese women saint’s
we have to reconstruct their lives reading theietpo Many of these
women saints were individual women and went abbeir tbhakti as
individuals. They did not establish any monastiaditions or have
disciples, who might have preserved their sayingsompositions. Many
of these saints did not receive any recognitiontiieir spirituality during
their life times. It was only later on after threenturies that around 17
century some of their poems were written down. €heas been a lot of
interpolation in this and since most of this wasosal tradition it is very
difficult to find out which is the original versena@ which an interpolation.
Yet we do get a sense of the teaching and philgs@btthese women
saints for a lot of this has survived in populaerture. We analyse the
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writings of these women saints in order to undecstéheir delimmas,
triumphs and travils.

The claim that women'’s place is in the private hatne, is an old one
strategy that mobilizes notions of feminity, losathem in the private and
imposes an ideology of domesticity through whicimé¢e are socialized to
believe and accept that the narrow male privilegpgce called ‘home’

are the most appropriate space for them to spdnteit lives in. There

are certain clear cut rules as to how women musaveand act here, and
this is what distinguishes a respectable decent amofnom the other

women. Hence women are a constituency that istafldoy patriarchy in

uniquely gendered ways. Present day readings ohthusehold talk of

unpaid work ie. child rearing, domestic productietc. If we take into

account this factor in the production process,hia medieval period we
get the smooth running of the household as one h&f great

unacknowledged roles of women in history. When womnsecome

articulate about who they are sexually and cadteldfpatriarchal myths

about what a woman can be and what she is not etlotw become,

women become powerful to acquire the ability to smy demand to

dictate life in accordance to their own wishes. yilage thus able to
transcend a given culture by negotiating it and eniodo a hew one. This
is exactly what happened in the bhakti movemeninfrb2th to 17th

century.

Religion is one of the areas where there is anw@pen for protest but
paradoxically, religion is also the one area whigthhe last to change
though the overall socio-economic context has ldmanged.Thus change
occurs in society at different levels in differeqiintexts. In this context
what ever change occurs tradition cannot be desticojherefore old ideas
emerge once again from different angles. In thee @i Indian women the
domesticity has been reinforced through insistamcéollowing the family

tradition, to maintain the household and therefine movement always
negated the achievements of women outside the holadseHere we may

point out to a major disagreement based on twonagsons, one being
that the Indian family structure did not change,iclthis a orientalist

reading of Indian history and has been refutedesimany communities
like Jats, Nayars, Ahirs had different familiat s and did not confirm

to the ideal textual definition of the family aspexinded in the sacred
texts.The ideal family existed only in the theofytindu legal system as
the case of Kerry Kolitani is quoted by Tanika Zark The second
assumption is that tradition does not play a pasitole. The historical



