
Access denied: understanding the relationship
between women and sacred forests in Western India

S H R U T I M O K A S H I and S T E WA R T A . W . D I E M O N T

Abstract Sacred forests or groves are patches of forest vege-
tation that are traditionally protected by local communities
because of their religious or cultural significance. The eco-
logical aspects of sacred forests have been the focus of most
of the scholarly discourse; little scholarship has examined
how local people perceive their sacred areas. This scholarly
lacuna is especially pronounced with respect to women, as
the majority of sacred forests have traditionally been the
domain of the men. Until recently, the sacred forests tradi-
tion in most regions endured with minimal participation of
women, but with changing socio-economic and cultural
conditions, sacred forests are declining. By examining wo-
men’s perspectives regarding their relationship with their
sacred forests, this research informs the scholarship on gen-
der and sacred forests, and explores the role women can play
in forest conservation. In –, we conducted village
meetings and in-depth interviews in four villages located
in and around the Bhimashankar Wildlife Sanctuary in
the Western Ghats region of Maharashtra state, India. We
found that apart from rules and taboos governing the pro-
tection of these sacred forests, taboos also revolve around
the access and interaction of women with the sacred forests,
with women having less control and decision-making power
than men. Nevertheless, women expressed interest in con-
tinuation of the tradition of sacred forests, and the younger
generation wants some of the gendered rules to change. We
recommend including women in management and decision-
making processes to strengthen the institution of sacred
forests.
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Introduction

In many societies, natural areas or landscapes are deemed
sacred. Wild &McLeod (, p. ) define ‘sacred natural

sites’ as ‘areas of land or water having special spiritual

significance to peoples and communities’. Sacred forests,
also known as sacred groves, are a type of sacred natural
site where patches of forest are protected and revered be-
cause of their association with a deity, spirits or ancestors.
In the most general and simplistic terms, sacred forests
can be defined as traditional community-conserved forest
patches that hold high cultural or spiritual significance for
local people (Ormsby & Bhagwat, ). Inside the sacred
forests, festivals, ceremonies and rituals are performed,
and offerings are made. The size of sacred forests may
range from a cluster of a few trees to thousands of hectares.
They have been documented in Africa, Asia and the
Mediterranean (Gadgil & Vartak, ; Chandran &
Hughes, ; Sheridan & Nyamweru, ; Ormsby &
Bhagwat, ; Allendorf et al., ). Here the term ‘sacred
forest’ or ‘sacred grove’ is used for forest patches that are
deemed sacred by the community and ‘forests’ refers to
non-sacred forests.

Sacred forests are managed and protected through a sys-
tem of taboos, norms and sanctions, thus resulting in forest
conservation. Hence they have been receiving increased
international attention because of their forest and biodi-
versity conservation potential (Kent, ); this potential
coupled with local community involvement makes them
a powerful conservation approach (Ormsby & Bhagwat,
). Concerns have emerged, however, over the decline
of sacred forests (Chandrakanth et al., ; Ormsby,
). They face numerous threats from development, com-
mercial forestry, Sanskritization (a process in which local
deities are replaced with mainstream Hindu deities, thus
resulting in temple construction inside sacred forests;
Bhagwat & Rutte, ), shift in belief systems, cultural
change, pilgrimage and tourism, removal of biomass, in-
vasive species, encroachment, modernization and market
forces, and fragmentation and perforation (Malhotra et al.,
; Ormsby & Bhagwat, ; Kandari et al., ).

Local communities are instrumental in maintaining
these sacred forests, and so an understanding of their per-
ceptions of and relationships with sacred forests is impor-
tant. Although there have been numerous studies on the
ecological significance, biodiversity and conservation im-
portance of sacred forests (see review by Ray et al., ),
there have been few about how sacred forests are perceived
by the local communities that protect them (Ormsby, ).
This is more pronounced with respect to women (Malhotra
et al., ) because, although sacred forests have been
hailed as a community conservation model, women remain
on the sidelines of sacred forest management (Singh, ;
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Kent, ; Acharya & Ormsby, ). There are only a few
documented exceptions. In Sierra Leone the sacred forests,
sande, are under the exclusive control of women (Lebbie &
Freudenberger, ). In Okinawa, Japan, women’s control
extends beyond the sacred forests: they are the acknowl-
edged and respected leaders of the local religion and
hence are the principal priestesses in the community
(Sered, ).

To address this gap in scholarship, we explore the per-
spectives of women towards their sacred forests, the taboos
surrounding sacred forests, and the future changes they ex-
pect. This research is a part of a study that examined com-
munity perceptions of and relationship with sacred forests.
Additionally, we suggest that, as threats to sacred forests are
increasing and the institution is crumbling, women can play
more active roles in the management of sacred forests. This
would not only help in strengthening the institution but
also in reviving it in places where it has been degraded.

Study area

This study was carried out in the region of Bhimashankar
Wildlife Sanctuary in Western India. The Sanctuary lies in
the northern Western Ghats in the state of Maharashtra, 
km from Pune. Sacred forests are common in the Western
Ghats (Chandran, ; Bhagwat et al., , ), and
Bhimashankar is well-known for its sacred village forests.
The c.  km Sanctuary (Rao et al., ; Fig. ) was ga-
zetted by the Maharashtra government in  under the
Wild Life (Protection) Act of . The Sanctuary is
named after the Bhimashankar temple, which is located
within the Sanctuary. The Sanctuary and its surrounding
region comprise mountain ranges, valleys, rivers, forests,
agricultural fields, villages and sacred forests.

Bhimashankar Sanctuary includes the crest of the
Western Ghats, the steep western slopes, and some of the
spurs running into the eastern plains, along with valleys,
gorges and plateaus (Borges, ; Mahabal, ), at alti-
tudes of –, m (Mahabal, ). The Sanctuary is
under the administrative control of the Maharashtra
Forest Department, Conservator of Forests (Wildlife),
Pune. The two main rivers in the region are the Bhima
and the Ghod, which originate in the western part of the
Sanctuary and flow eastwards. The Bhimashankar region
experiences three seasons: summer, monsoon and winter.
Mean maximum and minimum temperatures are  and
 °C, respectively, and mean annual rainfall is , mm,
mostly falling during the monsoon. The Sanctuary harbours
a diverse flora and fauna, including endemic species. A total
of  animal species have been recorded (Zoological Survey
of India, ), including  bird species,  mammals, 
reptiles (one turtle species,  lizards and  snakes), and 

butterfly species. The majority of the vegetation belongs to

the western subtropical broadleaved hill-forests type, also
known as montane broadleaved semi-evergreen forest
(Rahangdale & Rahangdale, ).

The Bhimashankar region is inhabited primarily by the
Mahadev Koli tribal community, along with a smaller popu-
lation of Katkaris and Dhangars, settled in villages, some of
which comprise numerous hamlets. After the declaration of
the Sanctuary in , a few villages came to be within its
boundaries, and thus the Sanctuary includes village, commu-
nal and privately owned agricultural lands and forests. The
majority of this private land is owned by the Mahadev Koli
tribal community. Ten villages lie within the boundaries of
the Sanctuary and  lie within  km (Pande & Pathak,
). For this study, we considered villages located within
the Sanctuary and those within  km of the Sanctuary
boundary.

The Mahadev Koli is one of the scheduled tribes of India.
They are a forest-dependent community engaged in agricul-
ture, cattle rearing, the sale of milk and milk products,
and the collection and sale of non-timber forest products
(NTFPs). Shifting cultivation was widely practiced in this
region before the consolidation of forests under British
rule (Rao et al., ), after which people began to cultivate
rice and other crops. Shifting cultivation is, however, still
practised on a smaller scale, with varieties of millet such
as nachani Eleusine coracana, varai Panicum sumatrense
and sawa Panicum millaere. Although cultivation and cattle

FIG. 1 Bhimashankar Wildlife Sanctuary and the surrounding
region, with the locations of the  villages where we made
preliminary visits during –. (Base map by Stamen
Design, under CC BY ..)
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breeding are common occupations, increasingly the young-
er generation is working in neighbouring towns and cities,
in education, service and industry. The language spoken
among these communities is Marathi.

Methods

The total number of village sacred forests in the
Bhimashankar region has not been fully documented, al-
though Pande & Pathak () estimated there are  sacred
forests within the Bhimashankar Wildlife Sanctuary, and
Deshmukh () and Burman () also documented sa-
cred forests in this region. Based on these studies, we esti-
mated there are – sacred forests in the region, with
some villages having several. Using the villages mentioned
in these studies as a reference, SM conducted preliminary
visits to  villages (Fig. ) during –. Kalpavriksh,
an environmental NGO, facilitated contact with three peo-
ple local to the region to accompany SM.

Of these  villages we found three no longer had sacred
forests, although the temple or the deity shelter were extant,
and three village sacred forests were either neglected or
highly degraded, with only the major trees standing and
the undergrowth cleared. We therefore considered  of the
 villages for study. Based on the location of theses villages
(selecting villages not close to each other), ownership of the
land on which the sacred forests were located (community,
private or Maharashtra Forest Department), and accessibil-
ity, we selected five villages for in-depth study.We could not
obtain community consent for research in one of these vil-
lages, and therefore interviews were conducted in four vil-
lages, which we refer to as A, B, C and D (the names have
been anonymized to protect the communities from any un-
intended harm).

Ethnographic methods, in particular semi-structured in-
terviews, were used to gather data. Although four commu-
nities were involved, the unit of analysis was the individual.
We used convenience and snowball sampling to select par-
ticipants for interview (Bernard, ; Newing et al., ).
Additionally, targeted sampling (Bernard, ) was used
to seek out key informants such as priests and elders.
Preliminary visits, community consent meetings, and the

interviews were conducted over  months from mid 

to the beginning of .
Eighty-six in-depth interviews were conducted along

with group and community meetings. Table  details the
respondents in each village by gender and age group. Being
a woman allowed SM to approach women easily and, add-
itionally, two of the local contacts were young women and
were able to introduce SM to other women in the villages.
Interviewees usually invited SM to enter their house. On
many occasions interviews were conducted whilst the
women were cooking, cleaning or sweeping. The interviews
were recorded, and later translated and transcribed. The
transcriptions were coded and analysed using ATLAS.ti
. (Scientific Software Development GmbH, Berlin, Ger-
many). For coding both hypothesis and provisional coding
were used (Saldana, ). To maintain the anonymity of
the respondents, each was assigned a number based on
their village. Thus the first respondent or interviewee in
Village A is A, the second is A, and so on.

Results

We initially discuss the characteristics of the sacred forests
in the studied villages and then our findings regarding wo-
men’s perspectives of and relationships with sacred forests
and other forest areas.

Sacred forests

The sacred forests we observed in the Bhimashankar region
were associated with villages or their hamlets and were lo-
cally known as ban or devache ban, which means God’s for-
est. The location of the sacred forests varied from mountain
top to valley, and from the interior of forest accessible only
by foot to beside roads, and were located in a matrix of
villages, agricultural fields and other forest areas (Table ).
Area ranged from a clump of trees to – ha (Plate ).
Although small, the sacred forests were generally biodiverse,
although a few were dominated by only one type of tree
species, such as bamboo Bambusa bambos or fishtail palm
Caryota urens. A few sacred forests had water wells or
streams flowing beside them and were a source of drinking

TABLE 1 The number of respondents in each age group in the four villages (names anonymized).

Age (years)

A B C D

TotalMen Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

18–30 0 1 4 3 2 4 3 4 21
31–45 3 3 2 2 3 0 3 2 18
46–60 1 1 6 2 2 3 4 6 25
61–75 1 1 2 1 3 1 1 0 10
76–100 2 0 2 2 1 0 4 1 12
Total 7 6 16 10 11 8 15 13 86
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water for the village. A majority had temple structures that
housed the deity: some were simple, with red bricks and roof
tiles, and others were domed concrete structures. The re-
sponsibility of looking after the deity and performing
daily rituals lay with one of the community’s families,
with the men acting as the priests. This responsibility was
passed between generations. Decisions regarding festival
management and temple construction were taken mostly
by the village men, along with the priest. Occasionally
some of the traditions were altered when the village deemed
it necessary, such as altering the duration of a festival, or
adding new events to the festivals.

Numerous taboos governed the management and protec-
tion of these sacred forests. Taboos were in place forbidding
tree cutting, hunting and extraction of fuelwood from the
sacred forest, use of kerosene for domestic purposes in the
sacred forest, entry of women in the temple, and wearing
of footwear by women in the sacred forest. The sacred forests
were facing threats from development projects, temple build-
ing, pilgrimage and tourism, encroachment, and forest frag-
mentation and perforation. Some of the sacred forests had
already disappeared. During preliminary field visits we ob-
served that sacred forests were not present in some of the vil-
lages where Deshmukh () had documented them, and in
others they were in a degraded state. This indicated that the
traditional sacred forest system is weakening.

Community interaction with other forest areas

The interviews revealed that women in the Bhimashankar
region had a close relationship with forests and regularly
ventured into forest areas to extract fuelwood and forest
products, and to graze animals. Fuelwood is an important
forest product, used for cooking and heating. Only some
families had access to liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) cylin-
ders to use as cooking fuel. Heating requirements were not
met with LPG but rather with fuelwood, which was ex-
tracted both by men and women. Timber was also formerly
extracted for construction of houses, but there had been a
reduction in this use, as people had constructed brick or
concrete structures.

Most of the women mentioned they extracted fruits,
wild vegetables and crabs for consumption. They collected
and sold the fruits of hirda Terminalia chebula, shikakai
Acacia concinna, beheda Terminalia bellirica and other
commercially important forest products. Elderly and
middle-aged women were knowledgeable regarding the
names of wild vegetables and forest products and the ways
to extract them. Some men extracted honey from the forest,
for sale.

Women and sacred forests

When asked about the sacred forests, most of the women
mentioned deep reverence and faith in the deity. They indi-
cated that the relationship they had with the sacred forest
was because of the deity’s presence there. The women also
expressed a belief that the sacred forest was the deity’s home
as it ‘. . .shelters the deity’ (D; age ; education up to grade
,  years old), and further stated that everything in the
sacred forest belonged to the deity. The sacred forests were
perceived by most of the women in the context of tradition
and they said they followed the tradition because their elders
followed it.

Although the sacred forest space is revered by both men
and women, the majority of the rituals and ceremonies are
controlled by men. Women went into the sacred forest

TABLE 2 Characteristics of the four study villages (names anonymized).

Characteristic A B C D

Number of hamlets 1 1 2 3
Approximate population 450 450 250 600
Approximate % who are members of scheduled tribes 95 85 95 80
Ownership of the sacred forests Community

land/private land
Community
land/private land

Maharashtra
Forest Department

Community
land

Distance from sacred forest (m) 900 500 250 Adjacent
Distance from nearest other forest patch (m) Adjacent 20 50 50
Tarmac road access to sacred forest No Yes No Yes
Women allowed in sacred forest No Yes Yes Yes
Women allowed in temple inside sacred forest No No No No

PLATE 1 A sacred forest in the Bhimashankar region, Western
Ghats, Maharashtra state, India (Fig. ). Photo: Shruti Mokashi.
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mostly during festivals such as the annual Saptah, but did
not enter the temple, worshipping from outside. Women
were primarily given the responsibility to cook for the feasts
and to clean. In other festivals such as the Saath, performed
before sowing and harvesting of crops, only men partici-
pated in the rituals.

Women spoke of the taboos that restricted their move-
ment in and around sacred forests. They were not allowed
to enter some sacred forests nor any of the temples dedi-
cated to the male deities, particularly that of Vandev. Men
and children (including young girls) could enter the temple
and worship. As one woman stated, ‘We women do not
enter the temple. Only men enter the temple’ (C; age
c. ). As access to temples was denied to women, they
had no reason to enter the sacred forests other than during
festivals or other special occasions.

An exception to this rule is that women were allowed in
temples and sacred forests dedicated to female deities such
as Kalamjai. But even in places where women were allowed
to enter the sacred forest or the temple or both, they were
forbidden to do so during menstruation or if they were preg-
nant. As one woman said, ‘Women do not enter the sacred
forest if menstruating. They go around the sacred forest’
(D; age c. ).

The main taboos responsible for the maintenance of sa-
cred forests were prohibitions on tree cutting and extraction
of fuelwood. These were widely mentioned taboos and most
women said they adhered to it. One respondent stated, ‘It is
God’s forest, that’s why we don’t even burn the fuelwood
from there. We follow the rules. We don’t cut wood from
the sacred forest at all. The fuelwood from the sacred forest
is not to be used in the kitchen. The way we believe in the
deity similarly we also believe in the trees’ (B; age ).

Most of the women believed that if they break the taboos
regarding fuelwood extraction or enter the sacred forests or
the temple, this would anger the deity and could result in
harmful consequences. Taboos and rules were followed be-
cause they were traditional and ancestral. For instance, a
young woman said, ‘People from my house told me about
the sacred forest and the rules. If you transgress the rules
you get punished’ (A; age ; education up to grade , 
years old). Similarly another woman said, ‘The rules were
made by the forefathers. My in-laws told me not to go
there, not to do this; I followed that’ (C; age ). Women
also believed that the taboos are in place for the benefit of
the community and hence should be followed.

As a woman, the same taboos were applicable to SM.
During interviews, when asking about the taboos, on most
occasions the taboos regarding women were mentioned first
and in some cases these were emphasized by both men and
women, perhaps because a woman was asking them these
questions.

Their limited access to sacred forests had affected wo-
men’s perspectives and knowledge regarding the sacred

forest’s biodiversity. When asked about what kind of trees
or animals are found inside the sacred forest, many
women had no knowledge of this. The common response
was that as women are not allowed there, they do not
know much or have no knowledge of the sacred forest.
Some women were reluctant to answer questions and de-
ferred to men if they were present. For instance, two wo-
men kept mentioning that the author should have spoken
to the man of the house. ‘If that man would have been home
you would have got more information . . . he would have told
you everything from “A to Z”. . .’ (B; age ).

Changing perspectives and interactions with sacred
forests

We observed that elderly and middle-aged women wanted
the tradition and rules regarding women and sacred forests
to continue as they were. When asked whether the same
rules should be in place for men and women and whether
women should be allowed to enter, a middle-aged woman
became offended and said, ‘Those are your opinions and
these are ours’ (D; age ). When the rules were not fol-
lowed by younger women, this was frowned upon by the
older women.

Nevertheless, most of the younger women noted that,
although the taboos on tree cutting and extraction of forest
resources should continue, they would like a change in the
rules and taboos regarding access. One woman said, ‘I do
not think the God will get angry if girls go to the temple.
What do you think? Is it not true? The people from earlier
generations have been following these rules, and so they are
being carried forward. . .’ (C; age ; education up to
grade ,  years old). Regarding the future of sacred for-
ests, some women expressed uncertainty, for instance, ‘In
future people will follow this tradition or not; how can we
tell. . .’ (B; age ). Others expressed concern and made
suggestions regarding reforestation. For example, one
woman said, ‘The sacred forest will not remain in future.
The trees are old and dying and if new trees are not planted
then the sacred forest won’t survive. Trees such as mango
should be planted in the sacred forest. The tradition of sa-
cred grove is good but then everybody should follow the
rules and they should be same for everyone’ (D; age ;
Education: graduate degree). Some older women also
hoped that new saplings could be planted in the sacred for-
est, ‘Wewant flowering plants/trees in front of the temple. . .
for the deity’ (A; age ). Another woman said that things
will change in the future, especially those with respect to wo-
men’s access, but also expressed hope regarding the sacred
forests:

Rules regarding women and footwear should be changed. Even women
should be allowed to go inside the temple and worship. Maybe the rules
for menstruation are alright but otherwise there should be equality be-
tween both the genders (as regards rules). Personally I feel these rules
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will not be followed. But the grove will stay. Ceremonies will continue.
The temple structure can grow bigger. I feel people won’t cut trees. I
feel if more protection is provided it will remain the same. If trees
are planted—fruit bearing, medicinal varieties and local native spe-
cies—the sacred forest will become denser’ (D18; age 23; Education:
graduate degree).

Youngmen also seemed more accepting than older men of a
change that would allow women access to sacred forests. For
example, one young man from village C said, ‘I mean both
men and women are equal so even if ladies go there in
the temple it should not be a problem. That rule should
have been changed’ (C; Age ; Education: Diploma
in Education). The women in a family from Village D told
about an activity that speaks about their sustainable man-
agement attitude: ‘Our family has been collecting medicinal
plants from the sacred forests for the last  years. While ex-
tracting we keep one bulb for future regeneration.’

With the help of local NGOs, many villages in the
Bhimashankar region have been working towards securing
tenure rights to forests under the Scheduled Tribes and
Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest
Rights) Act, . The Community Forest Resource rights
is a pioneering provision that gives local communities (i.e.
the Gram Sabha, which is a village assembly consisting of
both men and women adult members) the right to protect,
manage and conserve forest areas. Additionally, Kalpavriksh,
an environmental NGO, has been working with women’s
self-help groups in the region, reviving biocultural diversity
through uncultivated and wild food festivals (which SM at-
tended), and have also developed a women’s local honey en-
terprise, buying local honey and processing and packaging it
for sale.

Discussion

Women’s access to sacred forests

Religion plays an important role in implementing social
boundaries with respect to a particular natural resource,
by prohibiting the access of either men or women to that
resource (Cox et al., ). This role is evident in the
Bhimashankar region, where traditional rules curtail wo-
men’s access to and control of these sacred forests.

Researchers in the Indian sub-continent have noted the
gender-specific restrictions imposed on women regarding
entry and involvement in the management of sacred forests.
Menstruating and pregnant women are not allowed to enter
the sacred forest because they are considered to have a pol-
luting effect. In southern India, pollution (Tittu) is one of
the main elements in Tamil religiosity (Kent, ). This
pollution is conceived as some invisible substance which
emanates during death and menstruation. If this rule is
transgressed, it angers the deity, and the woman or the com-
munity face consequences. Similar observations have been
made in sacred forests in the state of Kerala, where polluting

activities are supposed to anger the snake gods (Notermans
et al., ), and in the state of Madhya Pradesh (Kala, ),
and in sacred forests in Maharashtra (Singh, ).

In the sacred forests that we observed in the
Bhimashankar region, women were allowed to enter both
the temples and the sacred forests that were dedicated to
female deities. In the devithans in Sikkim, India, where
the deity in these sacred forests is a goddess (devi translates
to goddess), Acharya & Ormsby () posited that, in the
case of devithans that act as source of water, women may
have been allowed to enter because of the need to draw
water, thus resulting in a deviation from imposing a sanc-
tion on the entry of women.

In forest-dependent communities women play an im-
portant role in the extraction of forest products, and in
some regions they are the primary harvesters of products
such as fuelwood, fodder and leaf litter for daily needs
(Agarwal, ). Singh () noted that some of her inter-
viewees suggested women are restricted from entering the
sacred forests because they are mostly responsible for fuel-
wood collection and hence the restriction may be a way of
protecting the sacred forest. But she challenges this assump-
tion because men also collect fuelwood, and wood for house
construction and for use in agricultural fields, yet are not
barred from sacred forests.

Patriarchy is dominant in Indian society and men’s con-
trol of activities associated with sacred forests shows this
power imbalance. Taboos are both religious and traditional,
with women kept away from sacred forests through this sys-
tem of taboos. Thus women’s status in the household and
community, societal norms and religion dictate their rela-
tion with the sacred forests. The younger generation is in-
creasingly questioning this gender inequity and advocating
for equality in access to sacred forests and temples. During
the time of our interviews, several women’s groups were try-
ing to enter temples in India from which they had until then
been traditionally barred (Prasanna, ; Bijukumar, ).
This budding movement could have affected some of the
perspectives of the younger generation interviewed.

Women and forest conservation

We conclude that women have little say in the management
of the sacred forests we studied. However, although the
sacred forest tradition has survived without women’s in-
volvement, we found that some of the sacred forests had dis-
appeared or were declining. We suggest that this problem
could be addressed by increased participation of women
in the decision-making processes for sacred forests.

It has been well established that women’s participation
has a positive impact in community forestry (Agarwal,
, ; Leisher et al., ). Agarwal (, p. )
noted that ‘women’s greater participation in the governance
structure of an institution protecting a common pool
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resource, such as a forest, leads to better resource conserva-
tion and regeneration’, and women have a beneficial impact
on conservation outcomes because of their compliance with
rules. Women’s participation in decision-making and im-
plementation of forest protection has a positive effect on
the control of illegal grazing, illegal felling, and regeneration.
On examining  village-level forest protection committees
in Madhya Pradesh, India, they found that women’s partici-
pation was associated with an increase of % in the prob-
ability of controlling illicit grazing, an increase of % in
probability of controlling illicit felling, and an increase of
% in probability of forest regeneration (Agrawal et al.,
).

Further evidence supporting women’s role in strengthen-
ing and reviving the tradition of sacred forests comes from
east-central India. Borde & Jackman () describe a wo-
men’s environmental movement that has led to the creation
and regeneration of several hundred sacred forests dedicated
to a pre-Sanskritic earth goddess. Women were traditionally
prohibited from entering the sacred forests and performing
rituals as they were believed to have a polluting influence.
But now, despite facing censure from men in their commu-
nity, the women have taken over neglected sacred forests,
restored biodiversity by planting native and culturally
important species such as sal Shorea robusta and karam
Nauclea parvifolia, and imposed taboos on tree cutting
(Borde & Jackman, ). In Mendha (Lekha) and
Pachgaon villages the Community Forest Resource provi-
sion of the Forest Rights Act has been successfully imple-
mented, with the men and women having collectively
decided to set apart substantial forest areas as strictly pro-
tected sacred forests (Gadgil, ).

The interactions of women with sacred forests have until
now been restricted but this evidence from other studies
shows there is scope for women in the Bhimashankar region
to be more involved in sacred forest conservation and man-
agement. Women in Bhimashankar expressed the need to
reforest sparse sacred forests and are actively participat-
ing in reviving bio-cultural diversity. Additionally, they ex-
pressed interest in continuing the sacred forest tradition. As
in other places, their involvement could strengthen the in-
stitution. But for that to occur, the sacred forest institution
will have to adapt to changing conditions, and allow equal
involvement of women. Following such changes, it would
be valuable to examine any changes in the integrity and bio-
diversity of sacred forests where women have been given this
more inclusive role.
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