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Abstract

This thesis investigates intersectional agency and transformation in the women-centric Brata
rituals, an understudied but important form of Bengali folk religion practiced by low-caste
women in the largest urban sphere of East India, Kolkata. First, it deconstructs the socio-
historical context of these rituals to establish their discriminatory origins as part of an
exclusionary, caste-based, and patriarchal Hindu society. Second, it conducts an ethnographic
study of the double marginalized Bengali low-caste women at important communal-religious
junctions, keeping their lifeworld at the center of the analysis, to identify the traditional and
modern forms of resistance against caste and gender-based hegemony. Looking beyond
structural critiques of an age-old ritual practice, this research study employs an inductive
grounded-theory approach, prioritizing local narratives and lived experiences, to arrive at
conclusions about the unique nature of agency shown in the practice of these women-centric
rituals. In doing so, it situates the women actors as the agents of projecting intersectional
agency. Lastly, it contributes to a fresh understanding of a transforming folk ritual in a rapidly
modernizing urban backdrop by including cases of male participation and inter-caste
interactions that alter the purity and pollution dichotomy of the caste system. Thus, it produces
a testimony of how the women’s Brata rituals, breaking historically divisive norms, adopt an
inclusionary nature to provide agential spaces of expression in a rigid hegemonic religious

system.
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Introduction

This thesis investigates intersectional agency and transformation in the women-centric
Brata rituals, an understudied but essential form of Bengali folk religion practiced by low-caste
women in the largest urban sphere of East India, Kolkata. First, it deconstructs the socio-
historical context of these rituals to establish their discriminatory origins as part of an
exclusionary, caste-based, and patriarchal Hindu society. The Brata ritual is a form of austerity
and penance that is observed by women in Bengal to seek the blessings of a particular deity or
goddess. It involves fasting, praying, and following certain rituals to please the deity and
express gratitude. The women fast for a day or more, depending on the Brata they are
observing, and follow certain practices or rituals during the fasting period, such as chanting
prayers and hymns, worshipping the deity’s idol or image, and performing certain rituals. The
Brata ritual is an important aspect of Bengali religious and cultural traditions and demonstrates
the devotion and faith of the women who observe it. Several scholars have written accounts of
these practices, mostly in the local Bengali language (Tagore, 1919; Roy 1960; Wadley 1976).
Most have worked at documenting in detail the different types of these rituals, originating in
the ancient pre-Aryan era and eventually evolving to find a niche for themselves within the

later dominant Brahminical Hindu religion.

In the mid-19th century, scholars of Religious Studies began to explore the agential
nature of these rituals, especially in the case of marginalized low-caste women (Das, 1953).
Nevertheless, scholarships for these ritual practices have been far too less as they are often
overshadowed by scholarships for the mainstream, “great tradition” of the Durga and Kali
festivals of Bengal (Pal et al., 2016). June McDaniel (2002), however, conducted an

ethnographic study of these rituals under the border domain of Folk Religion in rural and semi-
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rural spaces. But her approach was not enough to gauge the dynamic nature of this ritual when
observed in a rapidly modernizing urban setup like Kolkata (capital city of West Bengal, East
India). This thesis, hence, situated its fieldwork in the bustling Kalighat temple region, and
similar Harijan or Scheduled Caste slum areas in South Kolkata, where a multiplicity of social
factors intermingle and affect the way a ritual is practiced within the low-caste communities.
Like the work of McDaniel, it initially analyzes the lived experiences of various low-caste and
Scheduled Caste Bengali communities (Pal, Majhi, Das, Ghosh, Namasudra, etc.), highlighting
their personal narratives. However, this thesis looks deeper into different ways the women seek
to project intersectional agency against dominant caste and gender-based hegemonies, through
personalized actions such as deity selection and immersion, self-expression through art and
performance, and self-care through dietary regulation. All of which is carefully knit together
in a strong inter-generational circle of matrilineal knowledge passed down from generation to
generation. But this study also goes beyond these narratives to rope in the unique accounts of
the new generation, navigating ways of ritual innovation on the part of the younger, educated

children, and the two-way sharing of knowledge and practice.

Through their involvement in Brata fasting rituals, Bengali women exercise agency,
from deliberately choosing the Brata they observe to asserting their autonomy and negotiating
traditional and modern views. They navigate their routes to spiritual growth while
simultaneously promoting their beliefs, aims, and aspirations by practicing Brata fasting. Thus,
this research explores the symbolic dimension through a careful study of the performative, to
then situate the women practitioners, their agency, and intersectionality, within the larger social
structure. It so seeks to answer the final dimensions posited by rituals within the society;
strategic, and, integrative (Platvoet 1995). According to Saba Mahmoud (2005), the religious

practices of women in the Middle East are frequently regarded as apolitical or insignificant,
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but the spiritual practices of men are regarded as political. Similarly, Brata rites practiced by
Bengali women are frequently dismissed as insignificant or unimportant by mainstream
culture. According to Mahmoud and other researchers, women’s religious practices are
essentially political since they allow marginalized groups to exercise their agency and
challenge dominant norms. Furthermore, Kalapana Ram’s (2016) work emphasizes how
women's agency is frequently tacit, embodied, and not always visible in public. When viewed
from the outside, the Brata ceremony is a perfect illustration of how women’s agency may not
be readily apparent. However, by examining women’s embodied practices, it is able to

understand how women exercise their agency within the constraints of the ritual.

Looking beyond structural critiques of an age-old ritual practice, this research study
employs an inductive grounded-theory approach, prioritizing local narratives and lived
experiences, to arrive at conclusions about the unique nature of agency shown in the practice
of these women-centric rituals. In doing so, it situates the women actors as the agents of
projecting intersectional agency, identifying with the double marginalized Bengali low-caste
women at important communal-religious junctions, keeping their lifeworld at the center of the

analysis.

Lastly, it contributes to a fresh understanding of a transforming folk ritual in a rapidly
modernizing urban backdrop by including cases of male participation and inter-caste
interactions that alter the purity and pollution dichotomy of the caste system. In an urban space
such as Kolkata, where social norms are rapidly changing, there is a growing awareness and
acceptance of inclusivity and equal participation in religious rituals, and this reality permeates
all sections of society. Men's participation and support in these rituals are viewed as an example

of intersectional solidarity, demonstrating how various marginalized groups band together to



oppose the discriminatory cultural standards of caste and patriarchy. Moreover, the inclusion
of Brahmin priests in low-caste households, a seemingly unthinkable phenomenon, further
supports the inclusionary nature of these ritual practices. All of these thereby attesting the
dynamic nature of rituals beyond the expected standardizations, formalizations, and
routinizations, and their immediate effect on society, and vice versa (Turner, 1969; Sax, 20009,
Jonaitis & Glass, 2010; Lan, 2018). Further, accounts of non-Bengali low-caste women where
a significant contrast is observed with the absence of self-expression and lesser importance for
feminine divinity, support the more feministic Bengali habitus. Thus, it produces a testimony
of how the women’s Brata rituals, breaking historically divisive norms, adopt an inclusionary
nature to provide agential spaces of expression in a rigid and exclusionary hegemonic religious

system.
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1 Background

The Brata ritual is a religious observance practiced by lower-caste women in the Indian
state of West Bengal. It is a fasting ritual, typically undertaken to fulfill a specific wish or desire
and involves a strict regimen of dietary restrictions and prayer. During the observance,
participants must abstain from eating or drinking during the day or only eat specific foods
prepared according to ritualistic guidelines. The Brata ritual also involves specific prayers and
songs that are recited throughout the day. It is believed that by successfully completing the
Brata ritual, participants are able to receive blessings and attain their desired outcome. The
Brata ritual is considered an important part of the cultural and religious traditions of lower-

caste women in Bengal and is often passed down from generation to generation.

Figure 1-1 Sitala Puja at the Garcha Harijan Community

Source: Author

Brata is an important element of Bengali religious and cultural rites, and women perform

it to honor a certain deity or goddess. The Brata ritual is a type of austerity and penance in
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which women fast for a day or longer and perform particular practices in order to obtain the
blessings of the deity they are serving. The following are some major parts of the Brata ritual:
1. Deity selection: Women choose a specific deity or goddess for whom they want to
observe the Brata. This deity may be selected for personal reasons, family traditions, or
astrological reasons.
2. Fasting: Depending on the Brata, women may fast for a day or more. In some cases
3. Observing specific practices/paraphernalia: During the fasting period, women
observe particular practices or rituals such as singing prayers and hymns, worshipping
the deity's idol or image, and executing certain rites.
4. Prayers and offerings: Women make offerings of food, flowers, and other objects to

the deity they worship, requesting her blessings and expressing appreciation.

The fast is broken with special food and sweets, and the blessings of elders and family
members are sought at the end of the Brata. As a result, Brata appears to be a household type
of religion unrelated to temple service. The absence of a male Brahmin priest (assigned to offer
prayers and services on behalf of the devotees) and the absence of needless ceremonial

elaborations distinguish the Brata from other mainstream Hindu festivals.

1.1 Socio-historical Context

Brata is the fundamental religion to which all Bengalis are born and brought up (Roy
1960: 10). Originally Brata was not a secluded domestic religion but existed as an interior
wing of a single and complete magico-religious observance that also had a powerful exterior
wing for men. The introduction of Brahmanical religion, philosophy, and mode of worship

tended to disintegrate the full-scale functions of the Brata religion (pp.12-13). In other words,
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with the introduction of the Brahmanical religion into the domestic life of the Bengali
household, men have gained more power and importance in the external aspect of religion. In
contrast, women have retained their participation in the domestic observance of religion in the
form of Brata. Certain Bratas have retained their indigenous features. Their originality is
marked by the absence of a male Brahmin priest, (who is appointed to offer prayers and services
on behalf of the devotees) and the lack of unnecessary ceremonial elaborations, making them
an all-inclusive women-centric ritual. Besides, the lack of strict caste rules makes the Brata an

open system in which all participate irrespective of caste norms. (Das 1953: 2-3).

There are chiefly three types of Brata identified by Tagore (1919: 17):

1. The Shashtriya Brata: Brata that originated in the Aryan culture and is mentioned in
the Rig Veda),

2. Kumari Brata: is performed by unmarried girls between the age of 9 and 14), and,

3. Meyeli Brata: is mainly observed by married Bengali women whose rituals are the

result of cultural acculturation between the Aryans and the natives.

The Brata that | am chiefly concerned with in my study and that is commonly followed by
women in Bengal is Meyeli Brata. Susan Wadley was the first author to mention the
auspiciousness that women attached to the ritual performance. For the practitioners, Brata
observance marked their auspiciousness, which was explained by their commitment to
womanly duties (Wadley 1976: 150). Chakraborty (2015) observes that Brata empowers
women to act independently in the religious domain by challenging the powers of the male

priesthood.
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Professor of Religious Studies June McDaniel (2002), author of “Making Virtuous
Wives and Daughters: An Introduction to Women's Brata Rituals in Bengali Folk Religion”,

hence, chose Bengal to research Brata ceremonies for numerous reasons:

1. Cultural Importance: Brata ceremonies are culturally and religiously significant in
India and Bangladesh's Bengal region. June McDaniel, a researcher in South Asian
religions, was drawn to examine this specific ceremonial tradition because of its deep

cultural and theological significance.

2. Availability and Accessibility: McDaniel discovered that studying Brata rituals in
Bengal gave her better access to primary sources like temple archives, oral traditions,
and personal experiences from those who conduct the rituals. Furthermore, those who
participated in the Brata rites were more inclined to share their expertise and

experiences with her.

3. Intersectional Agency: McDaniel was curious about the confluence of gender,
religion, and social hierarchy in Bengal's Brata ceremonies. This ritual practice
provided an opportunity to comprehend the agency of women from marginalized

communities, with a major portion of practitioners hailing from lower-caste groups.

4. Impact on Women's Lives: Brata rituals have significantly impacted the lives of
Bengali women. McDaniel could better appreciate the function of these practices in
developing gender identities, social roles, and community relationships among women

in the Bengal region by researching the ritual.
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1.2 Personal Motivation

During the many festivals, | celebrate at home, | often find the ritual practices, like the
offering of Panchasashya (five grains), the dipping of 108 stone apple (Bengal quince) leaves
in ghee (clarified butter), and their accompanying mantras (hymns), to collectively represent a
unique coherence with nature—a deep reverence toward the natural resources abundant in that
particular season®. Being an adherent of Hinduism myself, the beliefs | have grown up with
and the rituals I have performed have intrigued me in several ways. Induction into the discipline

of Anthropology gave direction to this curiosity.

Figure 1-2 Brata offerings for Goddesses Durga and Kali at the Author's residence

Source: Author

! The five grains: paddy, barley, black sesame seed, black gram, and yellow mustard, are offered in most Hindu
rituals. Symbolically, these represent well-being, hope, mirth, and fertility, their presence bringing good harvest
and unity to the family. The number ‘108’ is considered holy in Hinduism: both Lord Shiva and Krishna had
108 chief followers, the japa mala (prayer garland) consists of 108 prayer beads made from basil wood, and
goddess Durga has 108 Avatars (Source: my grandmother, the late Reba Lala).
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| began to comprehend the nuanced ways in which my mother and grandmother
exercised agency in patriarchal houses. Not only within the household but by effectively
carrying out these rituals in their own ways and according to their own standards, they would
symbolize a uniqueness that was not entirely opposed to the commune. Furthermore, the
household helpers—women from lower castes, would join my mother and grandmother in a
spirit of solidarity, unity in womanhood, and feminine inventiveness, breaking down class and
caste barriers while sharing their deities, songs, and offerings. | could see how Brata rites
helped lower-caste women develop and strengthen social networks. Brata rites are frequently
observed in groups, giving women an opportunity to engage with other women from similar
social backgrounds. These groups help create a sense of solidarity and belonging among lower-
caste women, strengthening their agency and power to challenge discrimination and

oppression.

10
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2 Ritual and Society

Ritual activity is conventional. It is socially prescribed, a characteristic that sets it apart
from mundane activities (Bell 1992). Saba Mahmoud in her study of feminist Islamic practices
in Egypt inquired into the “variable re-relationships assigned to rule-governed behavior within
different conceptions of the self under particular regimes of truth, power, and authority”
(Mahmoud, 2001: 828). She also linked her analysis of ritual to issues of “embodiment,
emotions, and individual autonomy”, examining parallel conceptions of salat that coexist in
some tension in contemporary Egypt (Ibid). The debates between formal and routine behavior,
rehearsed and authentic emotions, and public demeanor and private self, are at the center of a
fruitful dialogue among anthropologists highlighting the variable ways in which people link
ritualized behavior with mundane activity in different cultural systems. Victor Turner argues
that ritual action is a means of, and space for, channeling and divesting the antisocial qualities
of powerful emotions (Turner, 1982: 89-100). Bruce Kapferer defined ritual as a “multi-modal
symbolic form, the practice of which is marked off (usually spatially and temporally) from, or
within, the routine of everyday life, and which has specified, in advance of its enactment, a
particular sequential ordering of acts, utterances, and events, which are essential to the
recognition of the ritual by cultural members as being representative of a specific cultural

type” (Kapferer, 1991: 3).

2.1 Bengali Habitus

The notion of habitus developed by Kalpana Ram (2016) provides a framework for
understanding how the Brata rites are rooted in the cultural and social practices of Bengali
culture. The term “habitus” refers to the unspoken social and cultural norms and practices that

shape people's behaviors and attitudes (Bourdieu, 1977). Individuals are socialized into their

11
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particular roles and positions within society through habit. The habitus of Bengali culture
impacts women's behavior and attitudes in the setting of Brata rituals, influencing their choice
of deity, method of ritual performance, and even their bodily movements during possession.
Women have control over their bodies and activities in this setting, allowing them to defy

societal norms and express their autonomy.

2.2 Phenomenological: Lived Experiences

Looking at Brata rituals practiced by Bengali women through the lens of Saba
Mahmoud’s (2005) Politics of Piety requires an understanding of how women’s religious
practices are intimately linked to their lived experiences and struggles. Mahmoud’s work
highlights the complexities and nuances of Muslim women’s religious practices in Egypt and
how these practices are entangled with politics, gender, and power. In the same vein, looking
at the Brata rituals practiced by Bengali women allows us to explore the ways in which their

religious practices are intertwined with their experiences of caste and gender oppression.

This ambitious model—a fresh approach to gauge the complexities of long-surviving
pre-Aryan rituals in Bengal—aims not to detach the material from the emotive but posits both
as essential components for the survival of a practice. Certainly, as the study shall progress,
more interrelated domains, like changing gender and kinship roles, family structures, and the
politics of a modern pan-Hindu reality—caste and class dynamics—are sure to pose challenges
to this study. There is a significant dearth of literature on the Brata as mainstream Bengali
festivals of Durga Puja and Kali Puja overshadow it. The existing literature on Brata presents
mere descriptive monographic accounts of the ritual with little attention to the deeper

anthropological implications of the ritual dimensions. It is as if the ritual is only limited to the

12
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initial three basic dimensions of Platvoet: interaction, collective, and customary (Platvoet,

1995: 23-30).

June McDaniel (2002) addresses the topic of Women's Brata Rituals in Bengali Folk
Religion in her book “Making Virtuous Daughters and Wives: An Introduction to Women's
Brata Rituals in Bengali Folk Religion,” by exploring the experiences of particular women who
have engaged in these practices. McDaniel uses personal narratives to help the reader
understand what the Women's Brata Rituals comprise, why they are essential, and how people

who participate perceive them.

2.3 Intersectional Agency through Rituals

Gender, class, caste, religion, and ethnicity are all overlapping elements that impact
women's identities and experiences, according to the study of intersectional agency.
Intersectionality emphasizes the ways in which many types of oppression and privilege cross
and impact the lives of women, as well as the importance of addressing diverse and intersecting

forms of inequality (Runyan, 2018).

Eminent anthropologists, gender studies, and religious studies researchers have
explored women's intersectional agency through religious rituals. Leela Dube's book “Women
and Kinship: Comparative Perspectives on Gender in South and South-East Asia” describes
how Hindu women use rituals to question their subservient status in the family and show their
agency (Malik, 1997). Susan Starr Sered investigates how elderly Jewish women in Jerusalem
use their knowledge of religious rituals to obtain social and emotional power in her book
"Women as Ritual Experts: The Religious Lives of Elderly Jewish Women in Jerusalem"

(Steinberger, 1993). Her detailed ethnography delves into the religious beliefs and practices of

13
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a group of elderly Jewish women from Kurdistan and Yemen who now reside in Jerusalem.
Despite being illiterate and barred from official religious practices, the ladies are masters in
rites designed to protect the well-being of their extended families. Sered reveals the tactics used
to circumvent the patriarchal structures of Judaism, building their own "little tradition™ within
and parallel to the "great tradition™ of Torah Judaism by analyzing rituals, daily experiences,

life stories, and nonverbal gestures (Ibid).

Returning to India, Vasudha Dalmia analyses how women in Banaras use religious rites
to demonstrate their autonomy and fight patriarchal restraints in her book "The Nationalisation
of Hindu Traditions: Bharatendu Harishchandra and Nineteenth Century Banaras" (Hansen,
1998). These researchers have shown how women use religious rituals to assert their agency
and fight repressive hierarchies, shedding light on the intricate intersections of gender, religion,

and culture.

The emphasis on agency moves attention away from external institutions and
constraints like sexism and towards how individuals navigate and make sense of their lives
within those structures. Women, according to the agency concept, are neither passive nor
determined by their social setting, but rather actively negotiate and resist the limits of their
social position. Empirical research and in-depth ethnographic investigation underpin the study
of intersectional agency. Listening to women's voices, seeing their practices, and engaging in
discourse with them and their communities are all part of the process. This method provides a
more complex understanding of how Bengali women navigate their identities, experiences, and

wants within the context of Hindu Brata rites.

The structural approach, on the other hand, focuses on overarching social structures and
power systems, such as patriarchy, without paying enough attention to individual experiences

and agency. While the structural approach is helpful in analyzing the larger social, historical,

14
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and political backdrop of women's lives, it can sometimes ignore the subtleties and nuances of

individual experiences and identities.

2.4 Tradition vs Modernity: Folk Religion in the Urban Sphere

During a Brata fast, women negotiate their traditional and modern personas in order to
build their own identities. They can choose to accept some traditional Bratas while rejecting
the patriarchal values they imply, such as supporting gender equality and modern femininity
but adhering to the Sitala Mata Brata, for instance. By participating in Brata Tasting
ceremonies, Bengali women exhibit autonomy and negotiate ancient and modern perspectives.
They accomplish this by actively selecting the Brata they observe. They progress their own

ideals, goals, and aspirations while navigating their own spiritual paths through Brata fasting.

Returning to June McDaniel's (2002) study, she situates the Women's Brata Rituals
within the larger context of Bengali folk religion, emphasizing how these practices represent
the values and beliefs of this particular cultural tradition. She addresses the importance of caste
and gender in determining the experiences of women who participate in Brata rites,
emphasizing how these rituals provide women with a space to assert their agency, express their
wishes, and connect with a community of other participants. McDaniel maintains a courteous
and questioning tone, avoiding value judgments, and instead seeks to understand the rituals
from the perspective of individuals who participate in them. McDaniel is able to provide a
nuanced and enlightening introduction to the Women's Brata Rituals in Bengali Folk Religion

by prioritizing the experiences of women and spotlighting their voices and tales (Ibid).
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So, McDaniel brings in the dimension of intersectional agency, nevertheless, it still
needs to be improved in the fact that it projects the ritual as a static phenomenon of Bengali
Folk Religion. Moreover, when studied in an urban setup like Kolkata, the field site for this
research, the folk religion works more in the manner of Sered’s “little tradition” against the
more significant “great tradition” of upper-caste patriarchal Hinduism. Rather than projecting
the low-caste women practitioner’s agency as retaliation to the exclusionary pre-existing
structure of the society, the observations, and findings for this thesis, as we will see in the
coming chapters, required a broader, more critical perspective to holistically understand the
form of agency. Thus, McDaniel’s studies and observations, which were limited to rural

settings, can seem to be a simplistic and idealized view of the practices.

While McDaniel's introduction to Women's Brata Rituals in Bengali Folk Religion
provides valuable insight into the experiences and perspectives of individual women who
participate in these practices, it may not provide enough tools to fully understand the
phenomenon, particularly in urban settings where forms of practice and agency can be more
dynamic. Looking just at the intersectional agency in the form of documenting the ritual's
regular equipment may create a sense of community and belonging for some women, but it
may exclude or marginalize others based on caste, class, or other characteristics, thereby
projecting exclusionary behavior. This would ultimately be a failure since the exact societal
structure it seeks to combat (caste and patriarchy) is based on discriminatory social

conventions.

A more thorough approach would entail interacting with a variety of theoretical
perspectives, such as feminist, postcolonial, and critical theory, and setting the rituals within
their larger historical and political contexts, thereby incorporating the aspect of ritual alteration.

This can help to illuminate the complicated power dynamics, ambiguities, and issues
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surrounding the brata rites of low-caste Bengali Hindu women in modern-day Kolkata.

Encourage a more in-depth and nuanced understanding of this essential cultural practice.

2.5 Ritual Transformation

In anthropology, ritual transformation theory emphasizes how rituals can transform
individuals or groups by establishing new social meanings, identities, and relationships.
Rituals, according to this view, are not simply static actions that repeat tradition, but rather
dynamic happenings with the ability to create new meanings and modify social relations.
Rituals have the potential to challenge existing power systems, reorganize social hierarchies,
and generate new forms of social organization (Wojtkowiak, 2018; Lan, 2018). The
anthropology of ritual transformation is a branch of anthropology that studies the symbolic
meanings and definitions attached to rituals in various cultural contexts, emphasizing ritual's
dynamic nature and emphasizing how rituals can create new social meanings and relationships,
challenge existing power structures, and create space for social change and resistance

(Stephenson, 2015).

Victor Turner (1969) is well-known for his research on the symbolic value of rituals,
particularly in African communities. He coined the term "liminality" to describe the transitional
stage in ritual transformation, which is characterized by ambiguity and disorganization. His
study emphasizes the significance of comprehending how ritual practices alter social
relationships and meanings. Clifford Geertz's (1966) work on the subject of symbolic
anthropology has had a significant impact on the study of rituals. In his important article
“Religion as a Cultural System,” Geertz argues that rituals can be viewed as systems of symbols

that have meaning for people in a given cultural context. He contends that in order to
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comprehend rituals, we must explore their symbolic meanings and relationships to larger
cultural processes. Catherine Bell (1992) examined the evolution of ritual practices in modern
societies. Her work, in particular, investigates how rituals adapt to changing social, cultural,
and political situations. She contends that rituals have a transformative power that can be used
to promote social change and political activism. Myerhoff's research also focused on the
relevance of storytelling in ritual practices. She investigated the use of rituals in the formation
and maintenance of social identities and group membership. Her research demonstrates how
rituals can be viewed as a form of cultural expression as well as a means of passing cultural

knowledge down through generations (Kaminsky & Myerhoff 1992).

2.6 Intersectional Agency and Ritual Transformation

Thus, we can see how rituals are performative acts that generate and reinforce social
norms, values, and identities. Individuals or communities are transformed through the
production of new and significant experiences when these rituals are performed. The idea
emphasizes the necessity of understanding the performative dimensions of ritual,
concentrating on how rituals impact social action and experience. Rituals, in this view, can
also be viewed as tools for societal transformation and resistance. Rituals can provide a
forum for marginalized people to express their identities and challenge the dominant culture.
These organizations can generate alternative sources of social power and meaning by

reinterpreting and reworking the meaning of traditional rituals.

This thesis will thereby employ both theoretical frameworks gifted by the above

scholars of intersectional agency and ritual transformation to gauge a holistic picture of the

dynamic Brata ritual practice in the urban centers of Kolkata. As the chapters will proceed, one
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will realize the importance of combining both these viewpoints to rather redefine the form of
agency practiced by low-caste Bengali women. Doing so will encompass certain
groundbreaking observations on the field, like the participation of men in women-centric
rituals, the presence of female priests, and the non-reluctant participation of Brahmin priests in
the “untouchable” Harijan homes. All of these present a different picture of these rituals, one

that is transformative and inclusionary.
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3 Methodology

In an effort to look beyond structural deductive approaches, this study will employ
inductive Grounded Theory through a bottom-up approach. Thereby, presenting a
phenomenological perspective on the study of intersectional agency. A multi-locale study of
the Brata rituals and their accompanying carnivals was conducted across 3 locations in
Kolkata, the capital city of the eastern Indian state of West Bengal. The holy Kalighat temple
of Kolkata shall remain the focal field site where the semi-urban localities along the holy
Hooghly River shall be frequented, before, during, and after the rituals to examine and
differentiate the lived experiences of the rituals against the usual daily life. Further, two slum
areas in South Kolkata’s Ballygunge locality, particularly in Ward 69 recognized by Kolkata
Municipal Corporation, were the complementary field sites. First was the Garcha Harijan?
Community and second, the Deodar Street Harijan slum area. The key informants for
conducting unstructured interviews shall be selected based on purposive sampling. Owing to
grounded theory. these interviews shall be then subjected to thematic analysis. Snowball
sampling was used to select the households/families/clans for participant observation and

ethnography.

3.1 Methods of Data Collection:
o Participant Observation

e Unstructured Interviews

, The term Harijan refers to the “children of God" and is used to describe members of the Dalit community in India.
Historically, the Dalits were considered the lowest caste in the Hindu social hierarchy and were subjected to social,
economic, and political discrimination. Mahatma Gandhi popularized the term Harijan in the 1930s to refer to Dalits,
reflecting his view that they were the children of God and deserved equal social status as other castes. Today, the Harijan
community includes a diverse group of people from various Dalit castes, who continue to face discrimination and
marginalization in India. The Indian government has implemented various affirmative action programs, including reservation

quotas in education and employment, to promote social justice and uplift the status of the Dalit community (Srinivas, 1965).
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o Visual-Aural Documentation & Analysis
o Live sketches
o Photography

o Videography

3.2 Field

Figure 3-1 Illustrated map of Kalighat Temple Complex

Source: https://kolkatatourism.travel/kalighat-kali-temple-kolkata
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The sites have been carefully chosen keeping two factors of time and space in mind.
First, in accordance with the traditional Bengali lunar calendar (indexed in the References
below), with an aim to cover the main events (e.g., full moon and new moon festivities).
Second, keeping the sacred Kalighat Temple in the urban center of Kolkata as the focal point
along with two complimentary slum locales where Brata rituals and festivities for the
Goddesses Sitala and Manasa were observed in small permanent temples and make-shift
pandals. Besides, the city of Kolkata, with its Kalighat Temple area and the Harijan slums,
offers a unique lens through which to study the intersectional agency and ritual transformation

of Bengali women's Brata rituals. Here are a few reasons why:

1. Cultural Importance: Kolkata is known for its rich cultural past, and the city's Brata
rites, which are observed by Bengali women, are culturally and religiously significant.
Exploring the intersection of religion, gender, and social hierarchies that impact the
performance and meaning of these rituals in the context of Kolkata allows one to
investigate the junction of religion, gender, and social hierarchies that influence the

performance and meaning of these rituals.

2. Kalighat Temple: Located in the heart of urban Kolkata, the Kalighat Temple is one
of the most revered and significant shrines for Bengali women. The temple is dedicated
to the goddess Kali and attracts a large number of devotees who come to pray and
perform various rites. The study of Brata rituals in the setting of the Kalighat Temple
region provides an exceptional opportunity to see and comprehend the many socio-

cultural factors at work in the performance of these rites.

3. Harijan Slums: Lower-caste Bengali women who reside in the city's slums, notably
the Harijan slums, frequently practice Brata rites. The study of Brata rituals in the

context of these slums allows one to investigate the junction of caste, religion, and
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gender and comprehend how these social structures affect the agency of the women

who execute these rituals.

4. Intersectional Agency: Women who participate in the Brata rituals navigate
complicated social hierarchies and power systems, and researching these rituals in the
context of Kolkata allows scholars to investigate how gender, caste, religion, and

socioeconomic status intersect to shape women's agency.

The above factors made the field ideal to investigate the lives, belief systems and
practices of the marginalized amid the larger dominating forces in the Hindu society of a

complex cosmopolitan urban setup.

Detailed information on the particular locales and their events were also retrieved from
the original “Panjika: The Hindu Astronomical Almanac” written in Bengali, and reconfirmed
by Shri Sukhdev Goswami, eminent Hindu priest, and Indian Classical vocalist, and Surangama
Dasgupta, a leading psychotherapist and Indian Classical dancer. At each location, in-depth
interviews of leading woman practitioners of the Brata rituals were be conducted alongside
participant observation of the festivities. The pre- and post-ritual paraphernalia were also
documented through extensive ethnographic fieldnotes and audio-visual recording equipment

wherever possible.

Brahmin priests at important junctures of the temple areas were also interviewed to gain
the counter-perspective of the main narrative of this ethnographic research. The Brahmin priest
being the individual who sits at the top of the socio-religious hierarchy, and the one to dictate
the sacred ways and paraphernalia of Hindu rituals. Also, the men in the households were
interviewed to gauge the nature of ritual transformation and intersectional agency, whether the

women-centric ritual was in truth an exclusionary exercise or an inclusionary practice.
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The research study aims to employ an inductive grounded-theory approach based on 30
interviews (refer to Appendix for interview schedule) to arrive at conclusions about the nature,
functions, and transformations of these women-centric rituals. Efficient primary data through
field notes and interviews were collected over the main days of the festivals, while the few
days between the new moons and full moons were utilized for revisiting and compiling data
from the field. This also allowed for deeper bonds and rapport establishment with the subjects
of study and hence, more focused interviews, shifting the focus to better study aspects of
embodiment, performance, and aesthetics, thereby locating the women actors’ agency within

the larger social structure.

3.3 Research Question

Main Question: How do Bengali low-caste women incorporate ritual innovation, self-
expression, and societal inclusion in the Brata fasting rituals to challenge caste and gender-

based hegemony and find Agency?

Sub-questions/Themes
e How and when did the ritual begin/what are the origins?
e What is the main purpose that the ritual serves for its believers and practitioners?
e How are the aesthetics and paraphernalia of the Brata rituals representative of the
agency of women actors?
o Hymns/Songs
o Art
o How does the ritual practice situate its low-caste women practitioners within the

larger caste-based, patriarchal social sphere?
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e What is the true nature of the agency found in the current practice?

3.4 Methods of Data Analysis

The study presents itself as a qualitative and descriptive analysis exercise. It tries to
explore the lived realities of marginalized women and gauge the conflicts and transformations
in traditional practices within the modern urban sphere. In that, it calls for an inductive pathway
to serve conclusions. Thereby, the Narrative Analysis method was carried out. Also, upon
interviewing using the free-listing exercise, the Domain Analysis method was also used to
arrive at common perspectives of the variables under study. Further, Content Analysis was
used to systemize findings from audio recordings, live sketches, videos, photographs, and

documents obtained from the field.

| also ascertain that my own insights and instincts as a researcher and an artist/musician

myself also played a valuable role in the rapport establishment with some of my concerned

informants, over ritual song, dance, and art sessions in some households.
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3.5 Timeline of Rituals

Figure 3-2 Bratakatha and Panjika book covers (Official guidebooks for Brata Pujas)

Source: https://www.booksandpublishers.com/Puja-Padhyati/Sri-Sri-Lokkhidevir-Baromaser-Panchali-O-Bratakatha-
p35653c7221

Fieldwork Duration: 5th April to 8th May 2023

List of Main Festivals and Events according to the Bengali Lunar Calendar:

6th Ap