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Use of Mythology and Ritual in Training Towards Raising Self-Esteem of Marginalized 

Women Like Devadasis 

 

Abstract 

This paper documents the experience of using mythology and rituals in working with deep and 

internalized belief systems. Mythologies and rituals carry the authority of tradition and religion. 

Setting up a space in which exploration of these mythologies, understanding and re-inventing of 

rituals brings back the authority to reframe scripts to the participant. 

 

I have chosen my work with Devadasis as an example in this paper to present the larger 

possibilities of using mythology and rituals to empower various disempowered groups.  

Devdasis have become a disempowered group of women at the receiving end of marginalization 

of several kinds - social, religious, economic, gender, sexual, political, and educational. They are 

a community affected by a combination of these entangling issues and self-serving interests. 

There are several people and organizations drawn into working for them. The Karnataka 

government was moved to ban their profession; activists highlighted it as a social issue, and 

prevented some girls from being committed to it; NGOs have provided economic and educational 

support. Some even provide counseling and soft skills for the children of devadasis. In this 

context, behavioral science provides a unique perspective. It can build on its understanding of the 

individual psyche and its dynamics with the society such as inculcating disempowering beliefs in 

individual alienation. The following set of experiences suggest that the use of Mythology and 

Rituals can be one such offering from Behavioral Science. 
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Introduction  

The Context  

Devadasis (literally slaves of the deity/God) also called ‘joginis’ are technically girls and women 

ritually married to a temple deity. From being considered a respected performer, keeper of arts 

and devotion in early history, a collection of social events and self interests, has driven them to 

ritual prostitution. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Devadasi women are affected by multiple social issues that keep them backward. Dalit, sex 

worker, illiterate, poor, unemployable, superstitious, ostracized, have no social and political 

influence – these are some of the social labels and handicaps these girls and women struggle 

with. As with social evils, they conspire with each other to keep these women deprived and 

underprivileged. Generations of this practice have also institutionalized some beliefs in the 

community leading to individuals of the community internalizing several beliefs detrimental to 

their own selves. Low self-esteem, no expectation of fair treatment, not believing in hard work as 

means of getting success, and a fatalistic attitude are some typical examples of these internalized 

individual beliefs. 

Quick Facts About Devadasis  

Currently, a majority of Devadasis are found in a belt extending from lower 

Maharashtra, Northeastern Karnataka and East Telangana. They are associated with 

the Goddess Yellamma of Soundatti in Karnataka. Hospet is a town in the same region. 

The ritual and practice are to marry a pubescent or pre-pubescent girl to Yellamma. 

Thereafter, she goes back to stay with her family till she attains puberty after which the 

senior devadasi comes back with interested and moneyed men, one of whom will then 

keep her as a concubine, while paying some money to the family. Often, devadasis as 

young as 30 are considered too old and end up in the sex trade to eke out a living. A 

number of young girls are trafficked to other cities for commercial sex work right after 

the initial ritual. 

Devadasis live in ghettos, typically in single room huts, where they also do sex work. 

Children and other members of the family often end up waiting outside till ‘business’ is 

finished. 

Children of devadasis receive the same ostracization as the devadasis themselves. The 

girls end up in the same trade even if they are not ritually dedicated 

A number of NGOs and activists are involved in working with this community.  

Alternate livelihoods for members of this community has proved a tough challenge. 

Care in old age is an even bigger question. 
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For example – A 16-year old girl feels: ‘What is the point of studying? I don’t need to be 

educated for the work I will be doing. Or ‘Why should I restrain from a relationship with a 

married man and focus on studies? He provides good clothes and food today’.  

 

Additionally, unlike Dalits, devadasi women do not have any role models or a positive story to 

look up to and base their lives on. When being exhorted to change by well-intentioned 

individuals and organizations, they see it as giving up their meager sense of identity associated 

with the Goddess. All this while it seems obvious that the society around them will never include 

them. 

 

Change initiatives do not also factor in that most girls in this community are exposed to sex trade 

from a very young age. An indication of this is how as a daughter of a devadasi, as early as 2-3 

years of age, is told, “you to stand outside, with your brothers and sisters till your mother finishes 

her ‘business’ with a man in your one-room home. If very young, you might want to impress that 

man to get a chocolate from him. If you were an adolescent girl, it was best to stay out of his 

sight.”  

Workshop for Underprivileged Rural Women 

Sakhi Trust 

Sakhi Trust, an NGO in Hospet, North Karnataka, supports women and youth from backward 

communities, (a majority of them belong to the devadasi community). Sakhi is working hard to 

change the systemic oppression of these communities. Sakhi’s programme of commissioning 

international youth volunteers to meet the members of the community provides an exposure to 

the outside world for these women and youth.   

The Assignment and Expected Impact 

Sakhi provides barefoot counseling through outreach partners. They do basic peer counseling and 

bring the affected women or youth to the center or to the any other place where their issues can 

be resolved. These outreach partners also offer awareness education and other support 

mechanisms to the grass roots where it is most needed. Some of these outreach partners are 

themselves from the same underprivileged backgrounds as the people they are helping. 

One such group of outreach partners was put through a basic course on Women’s wellness and 

justice conducted by another NGO, Samvada. Samvada organized the course into modules that 

included self-awareness, counseling skills, women’s issues, and fieldwork. I was requested by 

Samvada to facilitate a 3-day programme for peer counsellors to develop self-awareness at a 
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deeper level and deal with patterns so that they can become better counselors. The programme 

was held from 17th to 19th of September 2014 and once more in October, 2016 at Hospet. 

 

Participants’ Profile 

Majority of these women had completed class 10 or 12.  Five were graduates. Mostly poor, many 

were from the Dalit community and more than half were from devadasi community. 

 

Discussions with Samvada and Sakhi revealed that they too saw some typical dysfunctional 

patterns and beliefs in the participants, such as,  

• I am from the Devadasi community. I can never be anything else. 

• I will never be respected in the society. 

• I am a victim and helpless against what the society does to me. 

• I can try to change but it is inevitable that I end up here again. 

 

We hoped that in the 3 days, these women would acknowledge, confront and in some ways deal 

with the internalized beliefs about their identities and about their position in society. We believed 

that they would gain confidence and trust in their efforts to improve the quality of life. 

My plan for Logical Intervention  

Deeply internalized beliefs cannot be dealt with intellectually as most of these beliefs have made 

their way into the collective unconscious of the community and the society around them. 

With this thought, I sought to go past logical reasoning and help the participants accept 

themselves and acquire dignity in their own eyes to start with. A lot of well-meaning people have 

told them about society, and social evils, motivated them in several ways. I was only too aware 

that members of the NGO have already spoken to them to get them to accept themselves and gain 

dignity as individuals and as persons. As a newcomer, how would I impress these women and 

what difference would my approach make?  

 

I decided to bring back into the room the authority that took away their dignity and self-respect, 

namely tradition and society. The strategy was to not fight with, but to repossess authority and 

change the narrative. While Devadasi System was a major social issue in the room, we had to 

create space for non-devadasis, non-dalit women as well as for exploration of other issues. 

Hence, exploring a woman’s journey irrespective of her background using mythology and shloka 

from the tradition namely the Panchakanya seemed appropriate.  

 

The plan was to create a safe and trusted space where deeper exploration can happen. In such a 

space, personal inhibiting patterns that surface can be worked with and barefoot counselors, from 
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the NGOs, could also learn and become familiar with this process. The methodology was in tune 

with the participants’ educational background.  

The Programme 

The 3-day programme had the following key elements:  

• Brief concept session to establish a common vocabulary around the core area of work – in 

this case behavior, feelings, patterns, unconscious, etc. This was done through a 

representation of the psyche as an iceberg 

• Body work where movements, parts of the body are explored - to become aware of 

memories, feelings associated with those parts; and by working with the parts of the body, 

that help surface and process these memories and feelings 

• Reflective exercise of River of Life and Patterns of Life to reflect on the past and see 

patterns 

• Peer counseling involving the use of metaphors 

• Use of tradition and mythology to process complex social and psychological problems 

• Action planning 

 

Day  Sessions Components 

Day 1 Morning session Ice breaker, introduction with basic model of psyche 

Post-lunch Body work - Exploring body movements and getting comfortable 

in expressing bodies in ways that are atypical 

Evening River of Life for reflection on their lives 

Day 2 Morning session  Patterns in life, Case Clinic using metaphors 

Post-Lunch Introduction to Panchakanya 

Evening Body work- Identify self with one of the panchkanyas and discuss 

aspects of it 

Day 3 Morning session Strengths from my story 

 Post Lunch Body work - Re-Scripting my story, plan ahead – my strengths to 

deal with my challenges 

 

Some Positive Outcomes 

Among other things, the ‘Panchakanya’ based processing of their own patterns worked the most 

in facilitating participants to confront the depth of their self-belief, and accessing their authority 

to change it for themselves. 
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This portion was based on a short article about Panchakanyas. The Sanskrit shloka says – 

remembering the 5 ‘kanyas’ (literally virgin/pure women) – Ahalya, Draupadi, Kunti, Tara, and 

Mandodari (alternatively, Sita as against Kunti) everyday, destroys all ‘paap’ (evil/sin). Women, 

especially married, are told to recite this shloka every morning. As per mythology, all the 5 

women are considered to have been with more than 1 man and still referred to as ‘kanya’. The 

huge dissonance that this causes in a society where women’s chastity is the basis of her dignity is 

the invitation for exploration.  

 

The shloka was introduced and explained and the stories of the 5 women were briefly understood 

from different perspectives. The story was laced with subtle details, inviting empathy for the 

protagonist. This helped the participants explore the issues by seeing the protagonist’s 

perspective rather than the known and typical social perspective. 

 

The participants were asked to think about the possible integrity retained by these women 

because of which they are called kanya. They had to wrap their minds around this new 

perspective and confront their assumptions in small break-out groups. This enabled them to look 

at how these 5 women in mythology had defined their own values and charted a conscious life 

path based on that rather than live an unquestioning life. They were encouraged to look at 

integrity towards this self-defined value as the purity/virginity that is respected. 

 

The participants were now asked to look at their own lives, which one of the 5 Panchakanyas 

they were drawn to, and identify their own unique path. Through this they could draw inner 

strength to face social injustice just like the Panchakanyas of mythology. Thus, they can find 

dignity in their own eyes.  

Impact  

The feedback from the participants at the end of the programme was spectacular. Participants 

reported never having perceived reality like this before.  Observers were impressed beyond words 

at finding elements in tradition to help their efforts to support these women. It boosted the morale 

of the NGO volunteers. 

 

Deeper impact analysis is yet to be done. However, I received a call 2 years after the programme 

from Samvada. A participant (Muslim) had shared her experience with them. She was travelling 

alone on a particularly dark night in an auto rickshaw through a forest to her village. Though she 

was afraid, she drew inspiration from the Panchakanyas and thought she could do this without 

fear and felt she was no less compared to any of them.  The NGO also accommodated a similar 

programme as they found value in my approach even after 2 years. 
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I was overwhelmed when participants from the 1st programme met me during the 2nd session and 

insisted I conduct the Panchakanya workshop even though the batch had a majority of youth and 

boys.  

 

Other Outcomes 

• Building a climate of trust in the group through discussions 

• Body work to allow repressed emotions to be expressed 

• Use of metaphors to stimulate non-linear thinking 

• Fostering empathy for each other 

• Introduction of mythology with emphasis on the story aspect and clarifying that it was not 

meant to be religious or even spiritual. 

• Familiarity with mythology (even among non-Hindu participants)  

• Strong beliefs surrounding value of traditions 

• Using existing, familiar, and commonly accepted stories/rituals and providing a new 

perspective and meaning to it making it easy for the women’s internal scripts to change. 

 

Hurdles During Exploration 

- Participant’s limited ability to understand and articulate complex thinking 

- There are a number of versions of stories and not all are known to participants 

 

The most common hurdle we expected was using Hindu mythology as the programme needed to 

be secular. However, enough trust had been built as this was introduced on the 2nd or 3rd day of 

the programme. It had to be emphasized that use of mythology alone to work with the 

unconscious would bring expected results.  

 

For example, I emphasized that we weren’t referring to Rama as God, but just a character in the 

story Ramayana which has been told time and again. Also, since heard so often it was easier to 

delve into the metaphors from the epic.   

 

The Panchakanya exploration was used in 4 more programs with similar groups of participants 

and with varying degrees of success.  

 

The following graph compares the impact of Panchakanya story on these different groups 
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**KHPT is an NGO in Dharwad working with individuals doing sex trade and HIV prevention. 

The programme was for animators, a lot of whom were from MSW backgrounds.  

 

Besides working with devadasis, I have also conducted a programme using Panchakanya 

mythology for widows who belong to the marginalized community. Though like the previous 

group, these women were also rural, less educated, and socially marginalized as widows, they 

had great pride as the wives of martyrs. Their pride and identity came from their husbands.  The 

session was also comparatively short (1-2 hours). 

 

The following graph compares the impact of Panchakanya story on a group of war widows  

 

 

* VRFA is an NGO that works with predominantly rural, widows of army jawans (soldiers).  
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Limitations of Data Captured from this Exploration 

The data mentioned above is approximate because the participant particulars were not captured, 

only oral data from sponsors was taken. Impact has been assumed from factors like – discussion 

around the topic outside sessions, feedback at the end of the programme by participants (as 

reported by sponsoring NGO), anecdotes from the programme and later. A scale of 1 to 10 for 

impact (from the mythology portion of the programme alone) is recorded with 10 at permanent 

change and 0 as no change.  

Comparative Analysis  

The 1st chart shows the impact of Panchakanya on women, men, youth who are from dalit/ 

devadasi/ sex workers or those working with such people. Sessions were held for about 3-4 hours. 

 

The 2nd chart shows the impact of Panchakanya session on widows of army jawans (soldiers).  

The graph indicates that the impact of mythology is higher with older and exploited women and 

proportionate to the time spent on the session. The impact appears to have been higher with less 

educated and semi-literate women.  

 

However, I have also used other mythological stories with other groups including with corporate 

leaders of both sexes, from top management schools. One such successful programme has been  

Ramayana as a hero’s journey in success and fulfillment done with high potential leaders of a 

leading communication company. This programme has been successful with achievement- 

oriented people.  Another, done with men and women employees from a leading TATA group 

company after they had taken voluntary retirement. This impact and the data from programme 

with KHPT that had educated people working with sex workers indicates that being less educated 

is not a criterion for success of the use of mythology in training. Familiarity with the mythology 

may be a factor, as also the age of participants.  

 

The success of use of the Panchakanyas myth with Dalit/ Devadasi/ Sex workers indicates that 

the right mythological story is the key to capturing the participants’ dilemmas and providing a 

space to work through apparently unsolvable life issues using analogies.  
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An Example of Using Rituals in Training Women 

This training was for the staff of Mahila Samakhya, a state programme which works towards 

empowering rural women.  The participants, called animators, were educated, less poor and 

weren’t socially ostracized. Each of these women had a territory of 2-5 villages where they had to 

build awareness, deliver, manage the projects and services of Mahila Samakhya. The work varies 

from dissuading to forcefully stopping child marriages, creating maternal health-related 

awareness and follow up, facilitating self-help groups of women (SHGs), awareness about 

women and child welfare schemes, and so on. The women must visit the villages taking turns and 

keep abreast of events. At times, when animator successfully stops child marriages, the situation 

turns ugly as she earns the ire of the villagers. She also receives threats to her life.  

 

Some of these women are graduates while others have passed 10th standard.   They meet as a 

group once a month during events/programs.  More often than not they work alone.   

 

Samvada was also involved in working with women wellness and justice with the Mahila 

Samakhya team, with added emphasis on peer counseling. Once again, I was called upon to 

deliver the module on self-awareness, patterns, and overcoming limiting beliefs. 

 

As part of the brief, I was told that in general, women find it difficult to accept positive feedback 

about themselves. They are personally used to being looked down upon, but professionally they 

have to stand up and be torchbearers for other women. 

 

The design was broadly similar, some activities were added. But the portion that made a 

breakthrough difference to these participants jaded to training programs was the modified ritual 

of acknowledging each other.  

Plan for the Programme 

It was to be a two- and half-day programme. The design was well-planned. I was told that the 

infrastructure was minimal. Till I reached the venue, I assumed that ‘minimal’ meant at least 

projector, chart papers, and pens. It turned out that the infrastructure was non-existent. The 

workshop was held in small open temple premises (mantapa) beside a small waterfall in the 

midst of nowhere! Not even an enclosed room. The only water was from the waterfall. The 

participants stayed on the premises, while I was accommodated in a government guesthouse 20 

km away. There was a vehicle available for my travel and for emergencies. There was no power 

and hence I couldn’t use a projector.  
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The individuals in the group were confident, took up challenges, led people, knew lot of the 

training games because of familiarity with training programs. They also knew how to 

respond/bluff during processing.  The group dynamics indicated that they primarily functioned as 

individuals. While exposure to training programme and events had brought ability to engage and 

interact, self work and confronting oneself was still new. They understood their rights as women 

and spoke forcefully on behalf of women, but they had not yet accepted their own strength as 

women and their connection with other women at a personal level. They had not yet developed a 

collaborative bonding based on this identity for themselves. Patriarchy kept them from 

collaborating through strength. So, my programme design went out of the window! 

The Intervention 

After a day’s awareness and trust building through sharing, I wanted to go deeper and get them to 

do something that would truly empower them from within themselves; and also enable them to 

develop a strong bond with each other to develop resilience in the face of tough work situations. 

It was important they accept their own strengths and cherish rather than resent the best in each 

other. 

 

In the course of the 1st day, I noticed that for their small needs like sachets of shampoo, soap, oil, 

bindis etc., they had to depend on the driver of the office vehicle.  

 

The women were rooted to tradition and I decided to work around that.  I took a traditional ritual 

where women are cherished deeply in most Indian traditions viz, baby shower. Most Indian 

traditions have a pregnancy celebration for the first child, where the pregnant woman is sat down, 

and gifted and showered with a variety of pleasant and desirable items – food, clothes, gifts. In 

Karnataka, it is called ‘Oodi thumbuvadu1’ (to fill the pallu of the sari). It is a time when 

patriarchal society acknowledges and celebrates the ability of a woman to bear a child. She is 

treated as someone special by her parents and in-laws. While the father-in-law takes care of the 

expenses, the mother-in-law prepares the girls favourite dishes. Relatives and neighbours shower 

the lady with gifts on the occasion.  

 

I took this ritual as the basis for the intervention and asked women to do that for each other, 

cherishing the ‘specialness’ of each woman. In the process they also assumed the authority to 

celebrate each other as against the traditional ritual that celebrate the arrival of an heir to the 

family. Why not women assume the power to do it for each other? 

 

I took the help of Samvada to organize 21 items, (each 22 in number) like shampoo sachets, oil 

sachets, soap, combs, bindis, flowers, betel nut sachets etc. The idea was that a woman would sit 
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in a chair or a raised platform. All the other 21 would write that woman’s strengths on a bit of 

paper.  One by one, they would pick up one of the 21 items, go up to her, speak something true 

and nice about her, appreciate her strengths, and drop the bit of paper and the item into the 

woman’s extended sari pallu or dupatta. It was symbolic of giving the woman their best wishes. 

This ritual was done for all the 22 women in the group. 

The Execution  

I started the intervention with an interaction on the position of women in the patriarchal society 

with focus on the one moment where women are appreciated for doing something a man cannot 

viz. bearing a child. 

 

We spoke about the ritual of baby shower/ Oodi Thumbuvadu, and the experience of the ritual (if 

it has happened to them) or the expectation (if it has not happened to them).  

 

I invited them to think about doing the ritual. This time, the women themselves decided conduct 

the ritual for other women, (a competent colleague).  They owned the activity, organized 

everything beautifully, and managed it themselves. For example, they decided that the 2 women 

who were actually pregnant would go first. The power struggles started initially within the group, 

but dissipated quickly when each started looking forward to her turn and knew that she would get 

a chance!  

Impact  

From the word go, it was fireworks. It was overwhelming to receive so much and cathartic at a 

group level.  Spontaneous, uncontrollable tears flowed. Some reactions were as follows “Not 

even my father has done this for me”, “Feeling overwhelmed, I have not cried in any training 

programme and I have attended hundreds of them”, “I can’t believe my colleagues think this well 

of me”, “Now I understand why they do this function, we are doing this for each other”.   

In processing the activity, there was acknowledgement of how they could do it for themselves 

without waiting for men to do it for them, the experience of being lovingly held by other ‘women 

colleagues’ building on the dual identities of woman and colleague.  

 

It was the only programme I recall where participants travelled 6 km, to get a gift for me from 

their personal money.  They said they had to buy me a gift for I was a woman too and needed to 

be acknowledged.  I was extremely touched. They had found their authority to change the 

scheduled agenda to do what they thought was right and appropriate.  
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My impression – it felt that years of tyranny was washed off with the tears and sobs, that these 

women now could allow themselves to create meaningful rituals for themselves. As a trainer, it 

gave me an insight of how strongly these rituals are held in our minds and that their redefinition 

can be so powerful and liberating. 

Conclusion and Working Hypothesis 

The use of mythology in training has a high degree of impact when individuals need to face 

issues that can’t be solved right away but need longer-term intervention and solutions. It has 

worked for different types of participants provided the right myth is used.  

 

But for marginalized groups of people, for whom several disadvantages collude to keep them 

backward, whose education and exposure is poor most of the time, mythology may be a game 

changer. As it does not depend on education levels, materials and props, it may be one of the very 

few methods of deep diving into the self, confronting and overcoming issues that are otherwise 

difficult to overcome without years of therapy.   

 

Many well-intentioned individuals, NGOs, and Government Officers work with marginalized 

women like Devadasis more often than not, urging them through speeches to assert themselves. 

But for us behavioral scientists, seeking to empower individuals to make positive change in their 

lives and the world around them, mythology is one effective way of delving deep in a short time. 

 

Thinking about why mythology and rituals are effective, I have come up with 2 working 

hypotheses  

• Mythology brings in analogical reasoning for complex problem-solving that involves 

multiple mental faculties like emotions, conscious and unconscious elements. It makes the 

issue alive in its different dimensions enabling engagement with the issue in multiple 

ways making it possible for new creative solutions or resolutions. Analogical reasoning is 

a kind of reasoning that applies between specific exemplars or cases, in which what is 

known about one exemplar is used to infer new information about another exemplar.  

Other methodologies like psychodrama use it similarly. It seems to help in resolving 

issues that are not fully brought to our awareness. By the efficacy and lasting nature, it 

may indicate that the unconscious also gets aligned with the conscious in the process.  

 

• Reclaiming the authority given away to tradition and circumstances, several women from 

a rural and marginalized background consider tradition so important that they feel bound 

and helpless. Restoring in them the ability to reinterpret / reinvent / redesign these 

traditions may help them reclaim the self-authority that is taken away and even given 
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away to tradition and systems. Even for more educated high achievers, life is 

unpredictable and they do find themselves at the receiving end of changes that appear 

inevitable. 
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