
Yellamma is a “hot” goddess who brings 
blessings and trouble to people. Given to the 
Goddess: South Indian Devadasis and the Sex-
uality of Religion describes how Yellamma’s 
devotees in rural Karnataka, India seek her 
favor through gifts of money, food, and 
sometimes by dedicating their daughters in 
marriage to the goddess. Devadasis are given 
to the goddess in order to escape Yellamma’s 
trouble, but their world also creates trouble 
by offering an alternative definition of 
kinship, challenging the dominant idea of 
religion, and presenting a form of sexuality 
that is neither prostitution nor conventional 
marriage. Written for a scholarly audience, 
this book covers multiple topics, winning the 
Michelle Z. Rosaldo Book Prize from the Asso-
ciation for Feminist Anthropology, the 2015 
Clifford Geertz Prize from the Anthropology 
of Religion, the 2015 Ruth Benedict Prize 
from the Association for Queer Anthropolo-
gy. 
Three themes – gods, gifts, and trouble – 
frame Ramberg’s analyses of religion, sexual-
ity, and kinship. Based on two years of field-
work, Ramberg explains how devadasis 
“world” (manifest) a “world” (a cultural, 
moral, and cosmological way of knowing and 
being) in which gods and spirits have power 
that is exhibited in the physical world. Deva-
dasis (those dedicated to a god or goddess) 
are often children of families who have expe-
rienced hardship, which they attribute to 
Yellamma. By marrying children to the god-
dess, families hope to obtain her favor. How-
ever, Christian feminists, Dalit reformers, 
and Indian nationalists view devadasis as 
exploited prostitutes who are promoting 
“backward” practices. These reformers 
define marriage to a goddess as superstitious 

prostitution that must be eradicated in 
modern India. They “world” a different world 
in which devotion to Yellamma is a supersti-
tion, not religion, and the sexual practices of 
devadasis are legally criminalized as prosti-
tution, according to a 1982 bill.
 
In Given to the Goddess, Ramberg explains 
that the criminalization of devadasi practice 
is an extension of colonial era policies that 
discouraged concubinal and courtesan rela-
tionships — even though they had been 
common in precolonial India. During the 
colonial era and in present attempts at 
reform, Ramberg posits that sexual person-
hood is tied to nation building, and prosti-
tutes are not considered legitimate persons 
within the vision of the new nation. She 
draws from Saba Mahmood’s (2005) warning 
that emancipation from governing regimes 
should not be equated with freedom from 
cultural practices. By criminalizing devadasi 
religious and cultural activities, national 
reformers “have rendered some lives unliv-
able under the sign of progress” (18).
  
There is room to expand here upon how 
national identity is closely linked with one’s 
religious identity. If India was not concerned 
about becoming “modern,” would it try to 
regulate devadasi practices so severely? This 
ethnography explores the consequences of 
uniting religious and political agendas — but 
does not further analyze how religious agen-
das gain power when they become political 
agendas (or vice versa).
 
Devadasi practice creates trouble for those 
who are dedicated by putting them at odds 
with feminist and Dalit reformers, but devo-
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In her book, Downed by Friendly Fire: Black 
Girls, White Girls, and Suburban Schooling, 
Signithia Fordham offers an in-depth inter-
sectional analysis on the gendered and racial-
ized violence that girls face at school. This 
two-and-a-half-year ethnographic work was 
conducted at a predominantly-white subur-
ban school in upstate New York, which Ford-
ham calls “Underground Railroad High 
School” (2016, 5). Fordham uses participant 
observations of both classroom and 
non-classroom activities, formal and infor-
mal interviews, and diaries written by the 
participants themselves (89). However, Ford-
ham is clear that Downed by Friendly Fire is 
not a traditional ethnography. 

The book includes both autoethnographic 
third-person narratives from the author her-
self along with five second-person composite 
narratives from twenty participants (21-23). 
Ethnographically, the book uses excerpts 
from Fordham’s fieldnotes along with pas-
sages from the participants’ diaries to stay 
true to the experiences of the participants 
rather than speak for them. Fordham’s thesis 
is that differences in behavior, practices, and 
academic achievement between white girls 
and black girls at Underground Railroad High 
School are the result of how the school as an 
institution treats those differences, due to 
the “dissimilar habitus” between school offi-
cials and the two groups of girls (Bourdieu 
1984; Fordham 2016, 15). These divergent 
habitus “structures their differentiated aca-
demic performance, habitus beliefs, respons-
es, and practices” (15). Fordham finds that 
schools are mechanisms that force girls to 
channel their competition and aggression 
toward other girls because school officials 

and policies misrecognize non-physical 
forms of aggression as trivial compared to 
physical violence, leading girls toward an 
“unending quest for normality” (17).  This 
normality, formed by notions of whiteness 
and gender, creates an environment where 
girls who do not meet the standards of white-
ness and expected gender behavior are pun-
ished socially by their peers. 

Fordham points out that previous research-
ers have failed to account for the racialized 
nature of female bullying and aggression in 
United States educational contexts. Fordham 
posits that American society sets gendered 
and racialized expectations for girls, and 
those who violate socially acceptable norms 
are subject to correction through violence 
(9). Violence, Fordham argues, needs to be 
conceptualized differently in schools. While 
many school officials and students condemn 
physical violence, Fordham contends that 
violence in schools needs to be expanded 
beyond the physical. Fordham found that 
girls at Underground Railroad High School 
used “language, logics, and images” as forms 
of symbolic violence to create an “intimate 
apartheid” —  “lives lived in close proximity 
but with enormous differences in social and 
cultural practices and interactions” — 
between black girls and white girls (Bourdieu 
and Wacquant 2004; Fordham 2016, 17-18; 
Ibid., 258). These forms of violence are often 
misrecognized as the deviant feminine 
behavior of an individual rather than acts 
that maintain societal gender and racial hier-
archies.
 
Fordham argues that schools are structured 
to remedy physical violence but ignore or 
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Signithia Fordham offers an in-depth inter-
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two-and-a-half-year ethnographic work was 
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mal interviews, and diaries written by the 
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ham is clear that Downed by Friendly Fire is 
not a traditional ethnography. 
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Ethnographically, the book uses excerpts 
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and policies misrecognize non-physical 
forms of aggression as trivial compared to 
physical violence, leading girls toward an 
“unending quest for normality” (17).  This 
normality, formed by notions of whiteness 
and gender, creates an environment where 
girls who do not meet the standards of white-
ness and expected gender behavior are pun-
ished socially by their peers. 

Fordham points out that previous research-
ers have failed to account for the racialized 
nature of female bullying and aggression in 
United States educational contexts. Fordham 
posits that American society sets gendered 
and racialized expectations for girls, and 
those who violate socially acceptable norms 
are subject to correction through violence 
(9). Violence, Fordham argues, needs to be 
conceptualized differently in schools. While 
many school officials and students condemn 
physical violence, Fordham contends that 
violence in schools needs to be expanded 
beyond the physical. Fordham found that 
girls at Underground Railroad High School 
used “language, logics, and images” as forms 
of symbolic violence to create an “intimate 
apartheid” —  “lives lived in close proximity 
but with enormous differences in social and 
cultural practices and interactions” — 
between black girls and white girls (Bourdieu 
and Wacquant 2004; Fordham 2016, 17-18; 
Ibid., 258). These forms of violence are often 
misrecognized as the deviant feminine 
behavior of an individual rather than acts 
that maintain societal gender and racial hier-
archies.
 
Fordham argues that schools are structured 
to remedy physical violence but ignore or 

rationalize other forms of violence as indi-
vidual phenomena and therefore perpetuate 
it. The author documented this phenomenon 
through the eyes of five composite narratives 
of twenty research participants (105-229). 
Each of these stories are exemplary of the 
different types of violence girls experience at 
school, ranging from violence based on racial 
identity to body image. While one instance of 
violence included a physical altercation, the 
rest were examples of violence that were not 
recognized by school officials as legitimate 
forms of violence and therefore were either 
not remediated or were viewed as individual 
maladies. 

One composite narrative is analyzed in ways 
that seem either incomplete or incorrect due 
to Fordham’s view of whiteness. Brittany 
presents as white; the other students, the 
school administrators and staff, and her 
family all identify her as white. However, for 
Fordham, the way that Brittany talks and 
self-identifies as “acting black” or “perform-
ing blackness” puts her at odds with what is 
considered normal racial and gender behav-
ior (127). Instead of respecting her identity, 
school officials and fellow students attempt 
to correct these behaviors. For Fordham, 
whiteness and other racial categories are 
misrecognized as either embodied or a per-
formance. 

Brittany’s performance of blackness down-
plays one of the key tenets of whiteness: that 
whiteness is embodied in people who are per-
ceived by society as white (Bonilla-Silva 
2018). This means that white people do not 
need to actively access the benefits of being 
white because they are granted those bene-
fits automatically by being perceived as 
white by the society around them (Bonilla-Sil-
va 2018). That means that no matter how 
much Brittany “acts black,” she is still going 
to gain some benefits at her school and in the 
world around her just by inhabiting a white 
body. To ignore or downplay this aspect of 
whiteness could potentially let people like 
Brittany off the hook for their appropriation 
of other cultures. While school officials do 
not accept Brittany’s performance, Fordham 
recommends that they should. Whiteness’ 
social power and the value it carries in Ameri-
can society means that white people cannot 
disregard the embodiment of their white-
ness, for doing so would fall easily into color-
blind discourses that erase the historical and 
political aspects of that racial category. 

This book offers a more intersectional view 
of the aggression and violence that girls face 
in the school. Instructors teaching at the 
undergraduate level could very easily couple 
this work with other readings focusing on 
intersectionality (i.e. Crenshaw 1989).
 
Downed by Friendly Fire also contributes to 
discussions on methodology and fieldwork. 
Fordham’s use of traditional ethnography 
intertwined with narrative gives graduate 
students an alternative template of an eth-
nography. Most importantly for graduate 
students entering the field, Fordham writes 
throughout the book about her struggles con-
ducting the project (61-103). This vulnerable 
and open narrative gives the novice research-
er a sense of “I am not alone in this struggle” 
when conducting anthropological research 
and the challenges one may face in the field. 

Overall, despite some issues in her analysis 
regarding how whiteness operates, Ford-
ham’s newest book is a positive contribution 
to the study of race, gender, and education. 
The book raises questions that consider 
issues of school climate, female aggression, 
and racial dynamics that, from a pedagogical 
standpoint, can lead to intriguing and com-
plex class discussions. The style of the book, 
often blurring the lines between narrative 
and ethnography, is easily accessible for 
readers in and out of academia. 
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