~ Y International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

IJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

Women, Wellness, and the Divine: Reimagining
Health at Mahanubhav Healing Shrines

Vasumati Karandikar?!, Dr. C. G. Vijayakumar?

'Ph.D Research Scholar, M.A. Sanskrit (Vedanta), M.A Marathi
2\/ice Chancellor, Maharshi Panini Sanskrit Evam Vedic University Ujjain, M.P

Abstract

This paper explores the intersections of indigenous and biomedical healing systems through the lens of
Mahanubhav healing shrines in Maharashtra, India. The study focuses on how these shrines serve as
centers of spiritual and medical intervention, particularly for women navigating complex healing
pathways. Grounded in the Mahanubhav tradition, which emphasizes devotion and spiritual practices,
these shrines reflect both modern and indigenous paradigms, challenging conventional notions of medical
pluralism. Women’s experiences highlight the fluidity of healing pathways, blending faith, spirituality,
and medical pragmatism.

Introduction

Indigenous healing systems have long been central to the health practices of societies worldwide. In India,
such systems coexist with biomedical approaches, creating what anthropologists term medical pluralism.
The Mahanubhav tradition, a 13th-century bhakti movement, offers a unique lens to study indigenous
healing. Mahanubhav healing shrines in Maharashtra are not just religious sites but are perceived as
"hospitals™ for treating spirit afflictions and other ailments. This study investigates the philosophy
underpinning these shrines, the role of women in the Mahanubhav tradition, and how women navigate
between indigenous and biomedical healing systems.

The Mahanubhav Philosophy: A Brief Overview

Origins and Teachings

The Mahanubhav sect was founded by Chakradhar Swami in the 13th century in Maharashtra. Rooted in
devotion (bhakti), the sect advocates simplicity, non-attachment, and surrender to God. It recognizes four
incarnations of Krishna and focuses on spiritual practices such as chanting (jap) and storytelling (kirtan).
The philosophy stresses egalitarianism, making it accessible to all castes and genders (Deshpande, 2007).
Spirituality and Healing

Mahanubhav philosophy intertwines spirituality with healing, viewing physical and spiritual ailments as
interconnected. Healing is achieved through divine intervention, facilitated by rituals, prayers, and holy
water. This perspective aligns with broader Indian traditions that emphasize holistic well-being (Zelliot,
1998).

The Role and Status of Women in Mahanubhav Philosophy
Spiritual Equality
Chakradhar Swami emphasized equality, including women as active participants in spiritual practices.
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Women could attain spiritual liberation (moksha), challenging patriarchal norms of the period (Bendrey,
1965).

Women as Healers and Seekers

Women play dual roles in Mahanubhav healing shrines: as caregivers and seekers of healing. The shrines
provide them with spiritual solace and a space to address ailments that biomedicine may overlook, such
as spirit afflictions and mental health issues.

Challenges Faced by Women

Despite the philosophy's inclusivity, women often face societal restrictions limiting their participation.
However, the shrines offer a supportive environment where they can express and address their physical
and emotional challenges.

Mahanubhav Healing Shrines in Maharashtra: Centers of Indigenous Healing

Significance of Healing Shrines

Mahanubhav temples, such as those in Paithan and Khamgaon, serve as hubs of spiritual and medical
intervention. These shrines attract people from diverse backgrounds seeking remedies for ailments beyond
the scope of biomedicine (Gokhale, 2003).

Healing Practices

Key healing practices include:

Rituals and Prayers: Address spirit afflictions and promote mental peace.

Holy Water and Ashes: Believed to carry divine healing powers.

Community Support: Collective faith reinforces the efficacy of the healing process.

Spirit Afflictions

Spirit afflictions, referred to as deva dosha or graha dosha, are central to the healing narratives. They
manifest as physical or psychological symptoms and are treated through rituals prescribed by temple
priests.

Women’s Healing Pathways: Navigating Between the Biomedical and Indigenous

Medical Pluralism and Healing Pathways

Medical pluralism describes the coexistence of multiple healing systems. Women often alternate between
biomedical treatments and Mahanubhav healing practices based on:

Accessibility: Shrines are often more accessible than hospitals.

Economic Factors: Indigenous healing is less expensive.

Cultural Familiarity: Rituals resonate with local beliefs.

Case Studies

A Widow Seeking Solace

A 45-year-old widow from Nashik, suffering from chronic pain, found relief at a Mahanubhav shrine after
biomedical treatments failed. Her narrative underscores the importance of faith in healing.

A Mother Treating Her Child’s Spirit Affliction

A mother from Pune alternated between doctors and temple rituals to cure her child’s recurring illnesses,
illustrating the complementary roles of biomedicine and spirituality.
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Perceived Efficacy of Mahanubhav Healing Practices

The perceived efficacy of healing practices at Mahanubhav shrines is a cornerstone of their appeal and
relevance in contemporary society. This efficacy is not solely based on the physical outcomes of the
practices but also on their spiritual, psychological, and cultural resonance. Below is a detailed exploration
of why these practices are considered effective.

1. Community Beliefs and Faith in Divine Power

The foundation of perceived efficacy in Mahanubhav healing practices lies in the faith devotees have in
the divine power of the shrines.

Faith as a Catalyst: The belief in divine intervention provides emotional and mental reassurance, which
plays a critical role in recovery. This faith acts as a placebo effect, where the expectation of healing itself
contributes to positive outcomes.

Collective Experience: The communal nature of the rituals strengthens this faith. Witnessing or hearing
about others' healing experiences reinforces the belief in the efficacy of the practices.

2. Holistic Approach to Healing

Mahanubhav healing practices address not only physical ailments but also emotional and spiritual
afflictions, offering a comprehensive approach to health.

Treatment of Spirit Afflictions: Conditions such as deva dosha (divine displeasure) or graha dosha
(planetary influence) are often seen as spiritual issues in the local context. Biomedical systems lack
frameworks to address these, but Mahanubhav rituals cater specifically to these culturally significant
beliefs.

Mind-Body-Spirit Integration: By treating the individual as a whole, rather than focusing solely on
symptoms, these practices align with the holistic ideals that many communities value.

3. Accessibility and Affordability

Mahanubhav healing shrines are often more accessible to rural and economically disadvantaged
populations than formal healthcare facilities.

Cost-Effectiveness: The minimal or voluntary donations required for rituals make these practices
affordable compared to biomedical treatments.

Geographical Reach: Shrines are frequently located within or near rural areas, reducing the need for
extensive travel to access healthcare.

4. Ritual Efficacy and Symbolism

The rituals performed at Mahanubhav shrines are rich in symbolism, which enhances their perceived
efficacy.

Holy Water and Ashes: The distribution of consecrated water (tirtha) and sacred ashes (bhasma) is
believed to carry the shrine’s healing power. These items are often consumed or applied to afflicted areas,
symbolizing purification and protection.

Chanting and Prayers: Devotees engage in repetitive chanting of holy names, which can have a meditative
and calming effect, reducing stress and anxiety.

Sacred Spaces: The sanctity of the shrine itself—imbued with divine energy—reinforces the belief that
being in this space can lead to healing.

5. Psychosocial Benefits

The psychosocial aspects of Mahanubhav healing practices contribute significantly to their efficacy.
Support Networks: Devotees often find solace in the social support provided by other worshippers,
priests, and the community associated with the shrine.
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Reduced Stigma: For conditions like mental illness, which carry significant stigma in many societies,
seeking help in a spiritual setting may feel less judgmental than visiting a psychiatrist.

6. Testimonies and Anecdotal Evidence

Personal narratives and communal stories of successful healing experiences are powerful motivators for
continued faith in these practices.

Healing Narratives:

Stories of individuals recovering from chronic ailments or overcoming spiritual afflictions serve as
testimonials to the power of the shrine. These narratives are often shared during gatherings, rituals, or
informal discussions, creating a shared repository of faith.

Community Validation: When healing stories are collectively acknowledged, they gain credibility and
inspire others to seek similar remedies.

7. Comparisons with Biomedical Treatment

Many devotees view Mahanubhav healing as complementary to biomedicine rather than an outright
alternative.

Addressing Limitations of Biomedicine: For chronic, idiopathic, or culturally interpreted ailments,
biomedicine may lack satisfactory explanations or solutions. Mahanubhav practices fill this gap by
addressing the spiritual dimensions of such conditions.

Temporal Alternation: Devotees often shift between biomedicine and shrine-based healing depending on
the situation, blending the strengths of both systems.

8. Limitations and Challenges

While the perceived efficacy of Mahanubhav healing practices is high, there are critical limitations.
Lack of Scientific Validation: Critics argue that these practices lack empirical evidence, leading to
skepticism among proponents of evidence-based medicine.

Delay in Seeking Critical Care: In some cases, over-reliance on shrine-based healing can delay necessary
biomedical interventions, potentially worsening the condition.

Cultural Exclusivity: The efficacy of these practices may be less accessible to individuals outside the
cultural or religious context of the Mahanubhav tradition.

Conclusion on Perceived Efficacy

The efficacy of Mahanubhav healing practices is rooted in faith, cultural alignment, and psychosocial
benefits. While these practices may not always align with biomedical frameworks, their role in addressing
the holistic needs of individuals—particularly women and marginalized groups—makes them an integral
part of the healthcare landscape in Maharashtra. To enhance their impact, a dialogue between indigenous
and biomedical systems is essential, ensuring that the strengths of both are leveraged for comprehensive
care.

The Mahanubhav Shrines as ‘Modern’ and ‘Rationalist’ Spaces

Mahanubhav shrines hold a unique position as spaces that blend traditional spirituality with attributes
often associated with modernity and rationality. Despite their strong roots in a religious and indigenous
framework, these shrines adopt practices, discourses, and structures that make them resonate with
contemporary sensibilities. Below is a detailed exploration of this dynamic.

Reinterpretation of the Shrine as a ‘Hospital’
Mahanubhav shrines often describe themselves as spiritual "hospitals,” providing holistic healing beyond
physical ailments.
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Modern Metaphor for Accessibility: By likening the shrine to a hospital, the practitioners convey an
image of systematic and scientific care, bridging the gap between spiritual healing and modern medical
practices.

Functional Rationality: The shrine’s role as a "hospital" indicates an organized system where ailments
are diagnosed (often attributed to spiritual causes like *doshas*) and treated through specific rituals or
practices. This parallels the structured approach of biomedicine.

Integration of Health Discourses: The use of terms like "diagnosis” and "treatment” resonates with
modern healthcare terminologies, helping devotees perceive shrine-based healing as credible and
effective.

Emphasis on the Rational Aspects of Healing

While rooted in spirituality, Mahanubhav healing practices incorporate elements of rationality that appeal
to devotees’ logic and reasoning.

Evidence from Testimonials: Healing experiences shared by devotees serve as anecdotal "evidence™ of
the shrine's efficacy, creating a perception of rational validation.

Experimentation and Faith: Many devotees alternate between biomedical and shrine-based treatments,
adopting a trial-and-error approach to determine what works best for their ailments. This behavior reflects
a rational, pragmatic mindset rather than blind faith.

Scientific Discourse in Rituals

The rituals and practices at Mahanubhav shrines often incorporate elements that align with modern
scientific understanding.

Use of Natural Elements: Rituals involving water, fire, and herbs resonate with modern ideas of
naturopathy and environmental wellness. For instance, *bhasma* (sacred ash) is believed to have
purifying properties, similar to how certain natural remedies are recognized for their therapeutic benefits.
Meditative Practices:

Chanting and repetitive prayers are known to have calming effects, akin to scientifically recognized
stress-relief methods such as mindfulness and meditation.

Placebo Effect: The belief that healing will occur often triggers psychological and physiological responses,
a phenomenon supported by modern medical studies on the placebo effect.

Inclusivity and Accessibility as Modern Values

Mahanubhav shrines embody modern ideals of inclusivity and equality, which Chakradhar Swami
emphasized in his teachings.

Equality in Service:

Economic Accessibility: The voluntary or low-cost nature of rituals makes the shrines accessible to
economically disadvantaged populations, embodying a modern ideal of healthcare equity.

Role of Women in Modernizing the Space Women’s active participation in Mahanubhav shrines
reinforces their modern and progressive image.

Agency and Empowerment: By serving as healers, mediators, and participants, women play a critical
role in transforming the shrine into a space that challenges patriarchal norms.

Community Leadership: Women often act as carriers of spiritual knowledge, ensuring the continuity of
healing practices while also redefining their roles within the family and society.
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Alignment with Rationalist Philosophy

The teachings of the Mahanubhav tradition incorporate elements of rationalist thought.

Focus on Self-Discipline: The emphasis on personal accountability and ethical living reflects rational
principles of self-improvement and individual responsibility.

Non-idolatry and Intellectual Tradition: Chakradhar Swami’s rejection of idol worship and focus on
intellectual inquiry aligns with rationalist ideas that value reason over blind faith.

Ethics as Rational Basis: The tradition promotes ethical conduct and compassion, which are universal
values often associated with progressive and rationalist philosophies.

Modern Interpretations of Spirit Afflictions

The Mahanubhav tradition presents a nuanced understanding of spirit afflictions, which blends spiritual
explanations with practical approaches.

Spiritual Psychology: Spirit afflictions are often addressed as manifestations of stress, guilt, or
unresolved emotions. This interpretation aligns with psychological frameworks in modern mental health.
Empathetic Diagnosis: Priests and mediators in the shrines adopt empathetic and observational methods
to understand the devotee’s condition, resembling modern therapeutic practices.

Technological and Organizational Modernity

Some Mahanubhav shrines adopt organizational and technological innovations to enhance their
functionality.

Record-Keeping: Larger shrines maintain records of rituals performed and healing testimonies, reflecting
a structured and systematic approach.

Digital Outreach: Many shrines now use social media or websites to connect with devotees, share
teachings, and collect feedback, blending traditional practices with contemporary technology.

Conclusion on Modernity and Rationalism

Mahanubhav shrines are unique in how they navigate the intersection of tradition and modernity. By
framing their practices as rational and systematic, they successfully appeal to contemporary sensibilities
while retaining their spiritual essence. Their self-representation as "hospitals” not only bridges the gap
between indigenous and biomedical healing but also positions them as progressive spaces where faith
meets logic, inclusivity, and accessibility.

This dynamic approach highlights the potential for traditional systems to adapt and thrive in modern
contexts, offering a model for integrating spirituality with rationality in healing practices. It also
underscores the importance of considering cultural and spiritual dimensions in broader healthcare
discussions.

Discussion and Analysis

Bridging the Biomedical and Indigenous Divide

The coexistence of biomedical and indigenous healing practices in Maharashtra highlights a complex
relationship that challenges traditional notions of exclusivity between these systems. While biomedical
approaches often emphasize evidence-based, reductionist methodologies, Mahanubhav healing practices
adopt a holistic view, treating ailments as interconnected spiritual, mental, and physical phenomena. The
women who seek healing at Mahanubhav shrines illustrate this bridging. For instance, many begin with
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biomedical treatments for immediate physical relief but turn to Mahanubhav rituals for enduring spiritual
or psychological solace. This dual engagement reflects the fluidity in health-seeking behavior within the
context of medical pluralism.

This interplay also reveals a critical gap in the biomedical approach: its inability to address cultural
and spiritual dimensions of health. Indigenous healing, by contrast, caters to the emotional and cultural
resonance of the individual, especially in cases where illnesses are perceived as spirit afflictions or
manifestations of stress and trauma. For women, particularly those grappling with societal and familial
pressures, these shrines provide a sanctuary that transcends the physical realm, allowing for introspection,
spiritual connection, and community support.

Cultural Resonance and Social Support

The cultural familiarity of Mahanubhav shrines makes them particularly appealing. The rituals, prayers,
and healing practices align with the local beliefs and traditions of the community, reinforcing their efficacy
in the eyes of the devotees. The language, symbolism, and performative aspects of the rituals resonate
deeply with women, who often act as custodians of cultural practices within households.

Additionally, the communal nature of the healing process is significant. The act of collectively engaging
in rituals creates a sense of belonging and solidarity. For women who may feel isolated due to illness or
social stigma, this environment offers both psychological support and a reaffirmation of their cultural
identity.

Empowerment Through Spiritual Healing

The Mahanubhav tradition’s emphasis on equality, as propagated by Chakradhar Swami, continues to
empower women at healing shrines. These spaces allow women to take agency over their health,
encouraging them to seek remedies outside patriarchal medical frameworks. The blending of spiritual and
pragmatic approaches provides them with multiple avenues to navigate health challenges, fostering
resilience and autonomy.

Faith, Efficacy, and the Placebo Effect

Faith plays a pivotal role in the perceived efficacy of Mahanubhav healing practices. The confidence
instilled by religious and cultural rituals often enhances the therapeutic outcome, akin to the placebo effect
in biomedicine. The belief in divine intervention serves as a catalyst for emotional and psychological
healing, which can, in turn, alleviate physical symptoms.

However, this reliance on faith also raises critical questions about the limitations of shrine-based healing.
While effective in addressing psychosomatic and culturally rooted ailments, these practices may fall short
in cases requiring specialized biomedical intervention. This underscores the need for a collaborative
approach that integrates the strengths of both systems.

Conclusion

Mahanubhav healing shrines in Maharashtra exemplify the enduring relevance of indigenous healing sys-
tems in contemporary society. They challenge the dichotomy between "modern” biomedical practices and
"traditional™ spiritual approaches, demonstrating that healing is often a multidimensional process. For
women, these shrines offer not only a pathway to physical and mental health but also a space for
empowerment and cultural reaffirmation.
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This study highlights three key insights:

Integration, Not Opposition: Indigenous and biomedical practices are not mutually exclusive. Instead,
they coexist and complement each other in complex ways, reflecting the realities of medical pluralism.
Women as Navigators of Healing Pathways: Women’s lived experiences underscore their agency in
choosing and navigating healing systems. Their decisions are shaped by practicality, cultural alignment,
and personal beliefs, making their narratives invaluable for understanding the broader implications of
health systems.

Healing Beyond the Physical: The Mahanubhav tradition underscores the importance of addressing
spiritual and emotional dimensions of health. This holistic approach not only heals individuals but also
strengthens community bonds.

Future Implications

To ensure a more inclusive healthcare system, it is crucial to: Conduct interdisciplinary research that
bridges anthropology, medicine, and sociology to better understand indigenous healing systems.

Develop healthcare policies that integrate indigenous practices with biomedical frameworks, particularly
in culturally sensitive areas.

Acknowledge the psychosocial and cultural dimensions of health, especially for marginalized groups like
women.

The lessons from Mahanubhav shrines extend beyond Maharashtra, offering valuable insights into the
interplay of tradition and modernity in healthcare. They remind us that healing is as much about the spirit
and community as it is about the body, urging a more comprehensive approach to health and well-being.
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