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Lives as Sadhvi: A Study of Guru-Disciple Relationships and the Practice of Seva in

Contemporary India

HAMAYA Mariko

Abstract

The aim of this article is to investigate the content of social and material interactions between the
guru and disciple, focusing on the practice of ‘sadhvi’s, or female renouncers, in contemporary
India. While previous studies stressed the ‘pure/impure’ dichotomy as a logic to understand the
structure of Indian society, recent studies urge us to shift our gaze to the process and mechanism
of relationship-creation through everyday practices in the life-worlds, which I aim to describe
through the specific issue of seva, or service.

Hindu people generally think they should do seva as selfless service to the god or the guru,
without any expectation of rewards. However, transactions of objects and blessings through seva
seem to provide material and spiritual benefit to both the giver and the recipient. Those who are
committed to the practice of seva say that it is done for the sake of the happiness or pleasure of the
self. This act of seva, or practices for the self, causes goods and blessings to circulate, and forms a

fluid network around the guru on which the spiritual as well as economic basis of her life depends.
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