Case Study 1:  Sadhavis, Sexuality and Societal morality

In a medium sized city in India with two medical colleges, a religious sect was having a group of sadhvis undertaking religious as well as social work. This sect has a very sizeable following in the city. Some of these sadhavis were working in collaboration with an NGO doing work among children for last two decades. One of the works of the NGO was to educate and rehabilitate street children in few Children’s Homes established by it. Sadhvis of this sect were managing one of these homes for last five years. They had left their homes in their early age and fully dedicated themselves to religious and social work. One of them was 45 years and another 38 years old. They were very popular in the community for their dedication, caring nature and simple life-style. The children’s home run by them had two rooms – one big room was serving as dormitory to sleep at night and in the day-time place for educational classes 21 children (all boys) housed in the Home. The second small room had two coats and tables and chairs where these two sadhavis used to live. A door connected both the rooms, and both rooms had a door each opening to the outside courtyard independently. At night the children slept in the dormitory, the room connecting two rooms used to remain locked from the side of the sadhvis room and if any child needed assistance of theirs, he had to knock. The young inmates of the were provided basic education and taught skills – most of them started doing some work in the city or elsewhere using such skills by the age of 14 or 15 years and used to leave this Home. The sadhavis and the NGO used to maintain contact with them as these rehabilitated children looked at the Home as their own home and sadhavis like their mother.

One day, at around 5 in the morning a small child needed assistance of the sadhavi, he knocked at the door of sadhavis’ room several times, but did not get any response. Hearing noise other children got up and they all knocked. The children went to the courtyard and knocked another door of the sadhvis’ room, found it not-locked, went inside, and found both sadhavis in a pool of blood and dead. The children were panicky they shouted for help, the neighbours came rushing. The news spread like wildfire in the town, the priest and other sadhavis of the sect gathered in no time. They all and children were crying around the dead bodies when police reached the scene. The police had hard time to get all of them out, cordon off the area and look for the clues. Both sadhavis were stabbed but no weapon was found. A team of forensic experts also visited the scene of crime.

Next day morning, there was a bandh in the city to pay respect to the deceased, and the newspaper ran the front-page story of the murder, and wrote with superlative language articles on the dedication and popularity of the sadhavis, and above all, blasted the police for deterioration of the law and order. Speculations were rife about the involvement of a powerful underworld gang having political connections and the cause talked about was its attempt to get the Children’s Home which had, with small building, courtyard and garden; large amount of land. The police said that they were on the trail of murderers but they would be able to say more after the post-mortem were conducted on the bodies. The Chief Minister of the State gave a statement expressing sympathy with the head of the sect to which these sadhavis belonged to, and severely pulled up the police chief for inefficiency and negligence. The post-mortem of both bodies was conducted by early afternoon.

On the second day after the murder, three of the four newspapers published in the city front-paged different story on the murders and the sadhavis. Citing a reliable source, they said that the autopsy had revealed they were not raped but at the same time it showed that they were used to sexual intercourse and one of them was also suffering from a sexually transmitted disease. They also stated that perhaps police was investigating sadhavis’ relationship with ex-inmates of the Home – the boys who grew up there and subsequently moved to some other towns; and also with some sadhus or priests of the sect who were frequent visitors of the Home and with the head of the NGO. In these stories there were indirect references to the licentious behaviour of the men and women who were supposed to remain pure. With the publication of these stories, the public outcry on he murder suddenly died down, even the priests of the sect stopped giving statements, and in the next few days the furore was gone, the media shifted the story to inside pages and mainly reported statements of police about the progress of investigation.

After about three months of the murder a meeting of the sadhavis took place where all of them revealed that since the murder, their image in the community had gone down, people were regarding them as of loose moral character and they were finding it difficult to continue with their work. At that time, a lawyer, journalist and a doctor along with few other public-spirited individuals constituted an investigation team. These sadhavis provided them with a copy of the autopsy report and they went around for two weeks interviewing doctors, who were involved in doing autopsy, police officers, newspaper reporters and many others. It was discovered that apart from findings of injuries that killed them there were only two other positive findings. In both the hymen was found absent or torn, and vaginas were patulous; and there was a small inaugural wart near vagina of the younger woman. The autopsy report was dated seven days after the murder and the doctor, who did the autopsy refused to take responsibility of the kind of interpretation given by the media. He also said that at the time of autopsy his senior professor was present and he actually had taught five students from medical college on these bodies. The said professor had actually said some uncharitable things about women in general and the morality of sadhavis and sadhus in religious sects. The professor refused to talk to the team saying that he had not done autopsies. The team also discovered that few years back both sadhavis had undergone D&C at the public hospital due to some severe menstrual problems. The reporters of the newspapers claimed that they had written truthfully whatever was reported to them but they refused to divulge their source.

When the investigation team released its report there was furore in public. While acrimonious debates continued in the media, the followers of the sect that had kept quiet for so long suddenly felt that the sadhavis of their religion were deliberately maligned, and they protested. However, the murderers of sadhavis were never found and the police closed the files.

Questions:

1. Did doctors and reporters do anything wrong? What? Why did they do it? Were they correct in refusing to apologise?

2. Was it correct for a citizens’ team to do its own investigation in this episode? Why? What are the rights and ethical responsibilities of the team?

3. What are the ethical obligations of forensic doctors?

