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Sabarimala Temple Entry: Women’s Rights vs Religious Freedom
	From an American point of view, one might think that the sub-title of this paper, “Women’s Rights vs Religious Freedom”, is contradictory. After all, women’s rights and religious freedoms are basic human rights and are not often, at least in this country, pitted against each other. But in other countries like India, where Hinduism is one of the most practiced religions amongst its citizens, it can be contradictory. We see this specifically in the case of worshipping at the Sabarimala temple. This particular temple and the distinct practices that accompany the worship ritual there have been at the center of court debate since the 1950’s (Acevedo 2018).
	Before we can begin to talk about the political side of this issue, it is important to understand a little about the temple and its rituals so that we can better understand why there is such a dissonance between the religious and the political aspects. The temple, located in the state of Kerala, in the southern part of India, is the most prominent and famous of the Hindu Temples in Kerala (Home | Sabarimala (kerala.gov.in) This temple is dedicated to the worship of the Hindu God Ayyappa, an avatar of  the God Vishnu, and it is a prominent place of pilgrimage amongst its devotees. To prepare for this pilgrimage a devotee must, for forty-one days, fast and abstain from meat, alcohol, and remain celibate, this is so that the devotee is considered pure at the time of ascending the steps of the temple to give puja, or ceremonial gifts of worship to the God Ayyappa. Women between the ages of ten and fifty were excluded from entering the temple because they are not considered pure. Menstruation blood is believed to be impure and so it would be impossible to uphold the strict rules of purity. Because the women in this age group are considered of menstruating age, they could not remain pure for the full forty-one days required (Acevedo 2018). In other words, according to the religious aspect women are unclean if they menstruate and therefore cannot enter the temple. Of course, in my western feminist brain, this brings so many questions to mind, and that brings to light whether this is a women’s rights issue or a religious freedom issue. If it is a women’s rights issue then they should be allowed in, but if it is a religious freedom issue then the temple should be allowed to function according to what the religious and temple texts say and how the devotees interpret them. 
	This brings us to the political/religious freedom part of the discussion. Temples have usually relied on not only the culture of the temple and the God/Gods they are dedicated to but have used religious texts such as the Vedas to discern what the “rules” of the temple are, and this varies from temple to temple. However, in the case of the Sabarimala Temple, one court case argued that women should be allowed in, stating, “Somewhat unusually for a religious freedom case, neither the petitioners nor the respondents relied on religious texts for support; instead, the documents they referenced were wholly secular artifacts like bureaucratic reports, newspaper articles, and personal correspondence. This was undoubtedly because the Sanskrit texts that might have otherwise played a significant role in the hearings and in the High Court’s final analysis simply do not exist with respect to Ayyappan worship, and there are few if any comparable vernacular texts” (Acevedo 2018, p564) In other words they had no official or ancient documents to prove that menstruating women are not pure and should not be allowed into the temple. Instead, the courts relied on testimony and what the temple priests call the “will of the God” and typical temple usage. In other words, they reasoned that this is how it has always been, and this is how it should stay.
	Women in India have had a long-complicated history concerning women’s rights. Many westerners might even consider Indian society somewhat archaic in their views of patriarchy and long-standing societal acceptance of misogyny. But, if you look closer, you can see that at least in the last fifty or so years there has been a simmering undercurrent of a women’s rights movement all along. This simmering however came to a full boil in 2012 after a brutal rape of a medical student. Women’s issues were thrust into the forefront of Indian society and admittance into the Sabarimala temple was a part of this movement. The issue of admittance into the temple was further exacerbated after a high-ranking political officer said that in the future there will be a machine invented that will “scan if it is the right time for a woman to enter the temple” (Acevedo 2018, p568). In other words, a period detector. This led to gender discrimination protests and a twitter movement aptly called #HappyToBleed. But not all women felt the same way; seeking to keep things with temple at the status quo, they started their own twitter campaign titled #ReadyToWait. Much like the women’s movement of the 1970s in the US there always seems to be a countermovement that seeks to keep society running the in the same way it always has. But the women of India would not be deterred and finally in 2018 the court ruled that women should indeed be allowed to enter the Temple. This ruling however did very little to change much of Indian society’s ideas on whether women should have these rights. There was so much protesting that most women were too scared to even attempt to enter the temple (Masih 2019). It was not until months later that two women finally entered the temple. And to this day if you explore the temple’s website photos there is not a woman in sight. The importance of showing women on the website would go a long way to show encouragement of allowing women of menstruating age to worship at the temple. This goes to show that even though the courts ruled in favor of women being able to enter the temple, so few have that they are not able to get pictures of them, or more likely that the people in charge of things are still not willing to accept the ruling.
	In conclusion, even though India has made much progress politically speaking when it comes to women’s rights, society and religious traditions have not quite caught up. The case of the Sabarimala Temple is just one example that shows that there remains a cognitive dissonance between ancient religious traditions and rituals, and modern sex and gender concepts. More research is needed in this area and a resolution is not likely to happen until society accepts a less patriarchal view. This has yet to happen in certain systems of the US, which is considered more liberal, so will this happen for India? Only time will tell.
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