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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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Devadasi practice creates trouble for those 
who are dedicated by putting them at odds 
with feminist and Dalit reformers, but devo-

tion to Yellamma also creates trouble by com-
plicating kinship networks. As feminist 
anthropologists have noted (Rubin 1975; 
Strathern 1988), marriage can be a way for 
women to gain value, and marriage to a god-
dess makes Dalit women valuable.
 
Dedicated women become conduits through 
which the goddess’s gifts flow to others, an 
example of Mauss’ (1990) assertion that no 
gift is ever freely given and in fact places 
social obligations upon people. Devadasis 
have the responsibility of caring for the god-
dess on a daily basis and will travel together 
in groups to offer blessings or perform reli-
gious rites for their neighbors. Devadasis 
also disrupt kinship structures by turning 
daughters into sons. Both boys and girls 
become Yellamma’s wives, disrupting heter-
onormative ideas of marriage. In a patrilin-
eal, patrilocal society with cross-cousin mar-
riage, only sons can inherit property and con-
tinue the family line. However, marriage to a 
goddess allows a woman to take on the role 
of owning property, arranging marriages for 
her children, and in some cases becoming the 
main source of income for her extended 
family. Her role as a son obligates her to use 
her social status and economic capacity to 
benefit her biological kin while also working 
closely with others who are kin through mar-
riage to Yellamma.
  
Even though they gain the capacity to take on 
men’s roles, dedicated women are clear that 
they never become men. Sexuality and 
gender are complicated and are neither fixed 
nor inevitable. Also, gender (man) does not 
follow sexuality (marrying a female deity). As 
Ramberg explains, “devadasis are wives to 
Yellamma, sons in their family, fathers to 
their children, mother’s brothers to their 
sister’s children” (210). Ramberg expands 
anthropological understandings of gender 
performance (Butler 1999) by noting that 
gender identity can be contrary to performa-
tivity. Though devadasis perform the role of 
sons, even fathers, they are never gendered 
as men. Even the few biological males who 
are dedicated become Yellamma’s wives and 
are gendered as women.
   
One of the most significant insights Ramberg 
offers through this ethnography is that 
“[r]eligion and sex have always been tangled 
up in each other” (219). Other ethnographies 
discuss gender in religion, either allowing for 
gender fluidity (Mayblin 2010) or restricting 

women from religious roles (Eriksen 2016), 
but Given to the Goddess is one of the first to 
discuss how religion creates new connections 
between gender and sexuality. By focusing on 
the specific example of devadasis, Ramberg 
forces anthropologists and all readers to 
rethink modern notions of sex as only a secu-
lar act meant for pleasure or procreation. 
Within India, conceptions of devadasis 
revolve primarily around their sexuality, 
while the sexuality of feminist or nationalist 
reformers is ignored and their social or polit-
ical agendas are emphasized. There are other 
examples of how only certain religious per-
sons are thought to have sexuality: “White 
mommy-daddy-baby-families never seem to 
be saturated with sex in the way that gay 
bishops, headscarved women, or dedicated 
women do. The reproductive sexuality of 
proper families does not offend modern sen-
sibilities about what is proper to religion or 
sexuality” (219).   Ramberg’s conclusions 
force us all to think about the fact that every 
religion contains sexuality and that both reli-
gion and sexuality are systems of power 
imbued with ethical considerations about 
how one should live and who has the authori-
ty to regulate what is (or is not) a “proper” 
expression of religion or sexuality.

In the same way that Mahmood (2005) chal-
lenges Western secular liberal notions of 
Muslim women as oppressed, Ramberg refus-
es to define devadasis as exploited persons 
who practice a form of illicit sexuality, as 
they are often portrayed in scholarly and 
popular literature. The devadasi system 
reveals one particular example of how politi-
cians attempt to regulate sexuality and reli-
gion; however, adherents express their 
agency by continually manifesting a world in 
which Yellamma is present, requires gifts, 
creates trouble and reorders kinship net-
works. Throughout Given to the Goddess, 
Ramberg forces the reader to consider how 
certain expressions of sexuality become nor-
malized and connected to gender identities 
that are more complex than anticipated. 
Though the author makes the point that reli-
gion is one method by which sexuality is 
defined and regulated, this book could 
include a deeper analysis of how this religion 
came to have such power in some people’s 
lives. Despite all the opposition to Yellamma 
and her wives, why do people continue to 
revere the goddess and dedicate their chil-
dren? When asked what would happen to 
Yellamma if no one cared for her, her devo-

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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Devadasi practice creates trouble for those 
who are dedicated by putting them at odds 
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tees responded, “[S]he can take care of her-
self” (109). But if there is no one to “world the 
world” of the goddess, will she continue to 
exist? This ethnography could expand more 
upon the ways in which human behavior 
enables a religious system to have power. 
 
Given to the Goddess will be valuable to 
upper-level courses on religion, sexuality, or 
kinship. It is not recommended for introduc-
tory courses, as the main thrust of the book 
is to challenge established anthropological 
theories on these topics. This book provides 
a unique perspective on how sexual capacity 
is used to reshape existing kinship networks 
and establish new connections between 
humans and gods. It is good for moving 
students familiar with the anthropological 
study of gender to the next level in discern-
ing how gender is not only performed but is 
also transacted through various relation-
ships. It is also beneficial for religious stud-
ies in considering how all religions are sys-
tems of power that define and regulate ethi-
cal practices, including sexuality. 
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