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Boundaries and Motherhood begins with an account of the book’s women respond-
ents’ dreams, which are connected to reproductive labour and reflect the anxieties
related to motherhood, pregnancy, child-loss and childlessness that the women
face. Dandekar states that the dreamers experience intense emotional trauma
and ‘existential insecurity’ which is rooted in the system and reflected through
their dreams. The women never heal from this trauma as the dreams never stop
completely, even after visits to healers and doctors or after birthing healthy sons.
Dandekar narrates her dreams relating to motherhood and child-loss in the
Epilogue in an attempt to balance the relationship between the researched and
the researcher. This exercise can be read as an attempt to redress one of the
most important questions faced in feminist research, which is: ‘are we willing to
make ourselves a subject of our research, the way we expect our respondents to
reveal information about themselves?’. The author also uses multidisciplinary
and interdisciplinary frameworks based on empathy to encompass the various
narratives from different social locations of caste, gender and class in presenting
a collective experiential world.

In Indian mythology, goddess mothers are seldom neutral figures; they are either
loving or wrathful, docile or fierce, often appearing as diametrically opposing
figures. The book explores this dichotomy of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ motherhood through
reproduction rituals, folklore, as well as the personal narratives of the respondents
who are from both privileged and marginalised social backgrounds. The Goddess
Satvai, known for her power to keep children alive, is worshipped as a single deity
among the non-Brahmins, whereas the Brahmin families refer to the Satvai as a
monster Goddess who is the impure counterpart of the Goddess Jivati. Dandekar
notes that in all the dyads of Goddesses, the upper-caste Goddess is rendered pure
and serene while the lower-caste Goddess is described as impure and wild.
Interestingly, the Satvai’s shrine is also a sort of ‘cultural repository’ of dirt as it
is located in or around rubbish dumps or village gutters, outside village boundaries
or near the inhabitations of the lower castes. The Satvai is worshipped by upper-
caste women through rituals in order to safeguard their fertility and children from
her wrath.

One of the central figures in child birthing practices is the Indian midwife.
Dandekar problematises the figure of the midwife through the location of
her caste and her relationship with the village birthing Goddess Satvai and repro-
duction rituals in Maharashtra. Midwives have traditionally been appointed from
the ex-untouchable castes in India; in Dandekar’s field area, specifically from
the Matang caste. The Matang caste traditionally deal with the caste-based occu-
pations of cleaning and healing, and are imagined as ‘immune absorbers’ of
illness, disease and dirt within the upper-caste sensibilities. Dandekar states that
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upper-caste women are afflicted by the Goddess if they try to avoid their duty of
childbirth, and that lower-caste (read ex-untouchable) women are punished for
attempting to escape their duty as the healers and midwives of upper-caste
women. Thus, the Goddess cult reworks itself to maintain the structure of pre-
scribed gendered and caste-based duties through the fear of affliction and calamity.

Dandekar also takes note of the relationship between midwives and the women
they work for. Upper-caste women share a complex relationship of dependency
and distrust with their midwives, wherein an unsuccessful childbirth is blamed on
the midwife’s evil tendencies. On the other hand, Dandekar’s Matang women
respondents viewed the midwives who are also from the Matang caste as neigh-
bourly helpers with knowledgeable experiences in childbirth, possessing good luck.

Dandekar takes a fresh look at the ritualistic and medico-technological aspects
of the social production of motherhood, where both the Goddesses as well as
medical science become actual and potential agents of patriarchal violence against
women. The book is an intense anthropological endeavour, resulting in rich
descriptions of reproductive rituals in rural Maharashtra. The book would have
benefited from an index for easy location of topics, and a glossary of Marathi
words for non-Marathi readers. Besides being of interest to scholars of gender,
religion and reproduction, the book will be a fascinating read for feminist research-
ers because of its engagement with the feminist method of auto-ethnography.
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I am late writing this review. Despite my efforts at forward planning, somehow
things keep getting in the way. Manuscript revisions. Funding bids. Job
applications. When I finally do get to sit down with the book, I realise it has been
rather too long since I last read a new monograph cover-to-cover. That evening, an
academic friend calls, panicking about an imminent deadline. Our conversation
reminds me to get in touch with another friend who is ill and off work. The next
morning, I see a news item relevant to a third friend’s current project and send it to
her, to which she replies: ‘If only I had time to do the research!’.

Maria do Mar Pereira’s brilliant new book provides a novel vantage point from
which to consider the epistemological dimensions of such everyday scenes in the life
of a feminist academic. She begins from the recognition that women’s, gender and
feminist studies (WGFS) scholarship is often placed beyond the boundaries of
‘proper knowledge’, regarded as simultaneously ‘too much’ and ‘not enough’
(Steinberg, 1997: 195, cited on p. 31). Questioning why this may be rather than
assuming it just is, Pereira examines the workings of ‘epistemic status’, understood
as the degree to which and terms through which a particular claim to knowledge
or field of study comes to be recognised as credible. Ambitiously billed as ‘an
ethnography of academia’, this study traverses classrooms, conferences and
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