53

CHAPTER IV

Beliefs and rituals associated with womanhood among the Kar bis of Dimoria block.

While many folk beliefs are common to men and women, many otheticesa@re only
related to women. According to some folk beliefs some rites iamals practices are only
performed by young ladies, some are by married women and alscatigesome rites which
cannot be performed by all. For example: childless wives, widowshasd women who are
suspected to be engaged in some evil practices according to the déanmunity are

believed to be inauspicious.

Karbi women are hard-working and laborious. Whether the collectionootlcultivation
clearing the jungle for jhum fields, women work equally vitte men. She has a significant

contribution to make towards the family.

4.1 Beliefs related to menstruation (abong own ay): In many culture menstruation
restriction are distinct. For many cultural groups menstruatiognen possess a spiritual
power or thought to be a source of pollution during menstruation and are feared aciddespe
for the effect they might have during this period of time, ancgsponse menstrual taboos
are set in place (Dale, 2006). Menstruation is described in medidalas a failure, more
specifically a failure on the women’s part to reproduce. Almdsbfathe vocabulary in
medical texts concerning menstruation is negative and includes tasni'degenerate”,
‘decline’, ‘withdrawn’, ‘spasms’, ‘lack’, ‘weakened’, ‘leak’,deteriorate’, ‘discharge’,
‘ceasing’, ‘dying’, ‘losing’, ‘denuding’ and ‘expelling’ (Emily, 1987Many folk beliefs go
across communities certain taboos are applicable to menstruatmgerw in Karbi
community. They are supposed to be impure during their periods. Thedeligetate
seclusion’ of the menstruating women from every ritual. Thega®begins from the puberty

rituals where the girl is supposed to stay inside the house aow fodirtain strict rules and
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restrictions as the priest (who examine her day of puberty) suggéhen a girl attains
puberty she is considered a taboo and she is not supposed to come out ifoptdw days.
They don't celebrate puberty ceremony like mainstream Assaroes@unity. But there is a
belief that if any young boys see the girl during her pubetss ¢he will not be able to grow
beard. After this as the girl is considered to impure, she hasrflarmepurification ritual

(Birkillut) in some family.

When the woman in the family is having her menstrual cyclesghe restrains herself from
cooking and also not allowed to touch cow dung, go to the cowsheldal) and to the
Mandir (Gokhaingha). During her cycles to work or even go to paddy field is strictly
prohibited as they are believed goddedshmiresides in the paddy field. There are some
beliefs such as in her cycle period if she goes to the backyaddn or near the bamboo
plants it is believed that after coming back home some unseé@msibicome along with her
and will cause harm to the lady and the family. If she behavesmhblipthen she is taken to

theQjah.

When | enquired about the beliefs prevalent in relation to hygienegdum@mstruation cycles

it was seen that the elderly women are using traditional Wag.use pads are limited to the
young girls. It is believed that cloths like petticoat and undergats are soaked in a
different rope in the backyard of the house so that it is ndile@igp a male or it is supposed

to be cause harm if any male member walk across the rope by mistake.

4.1.1 Folk belief related to food during the menstrual cycles:

Folk beliefs of food and indigenous habits of eating and cooking foods tabamstitangible
cultural heritage of a community which are followed among differcultures throughout
history. These folk beliefs of food are also termed as old wisles as it tells stories of

origin of a food, probable health hazards and benefits of consuming allpartood. These
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beliefs of foods have religious overtones, orthodox and are followedddy which may or
may not have any scientific reasoning. According to Karbi wofeemented rice foita
bha is included for the belief that it keeps the stomach cool. Feeneitte which is a good
source of nutrients is included during that period. Spices, chilli and pappeonsidered as
hot foods and for some women it may cause gas retention. Theseafeoasentioned as
avoided by the Karbi women for stomach cramps. Dry fish espehiaitigti, meat is avoided
during the period of menstruation for foul smell from the body (Goswa@i6.). Banana
and pineapple is avoided among fruits. It was found that the enzyme (@ironfeund in
pineapple may cause excessive bleeding (Harseliyal, 2011). Among the sour foods,
tamarind contains phobatannins which causes nausea and vomiting ans(igagsoliyaet.

al., 2011).

4.2 Beliefsand rituals on pregnancy:

Pregnancy and childbirth are important in the stages of lifeheg are associated with
maternal and infant mortality and morbidity. Culture has a profoundgeinéle on beliefs and
practices of pregnancy and child care. The soul of a babg, btlieve, first come from
heaven then falls in earth and then enters the womb of the expactdrar. Childlessness is
considered as a sin. Worshiping of supernatural beings is serregsifed to by a childless
couple. The birth of a child is a delighted occasion for the wholelyfamiKarbi society.
Therefore special care is given to the pregnant woman araaigewith her husband is thus
bound by a number of taboos in her personal and their social life.ghgorewoman can
carry on her regular household work such as weaving, making feaskpsig house,
cleaning and washing clothes till the time of delivery. Theleled that a pregnant woman
should remain active to keep the circulation of blood. They should alsanrentave so that

normal delivery takes place. The lady is not allowed to do hard Wwotkshe however
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contribute to do all household chores until she deliver a child. It isveglithat a woman
should avoid crossing river during her pregnancy. It is said that #iereome evil spirit
resides in the river may affect the child.

The women folk in the Karbi community dominate the entire life &g/cRight from the
rituals associated with birth of a childafchi kiklg) to funerary thikarhi). The rituals meant
for protecting the new born baby is callbedrchi kikla The name of the very ritual is
onomatopoeically derived from the dropping sound the newborn produced amnéheft
delivery on the floor made of chopped bamboo inside the stilted traaitiKarbi house. The
ritual is performed with a view to protecting the newcomer fromkand of impurity and all
kinds of evil ghosts and spirit as well as satanic forces. Inmateddiafter delivery of a child,
the mother or close relative cuts the navel cord with a sharp bamdde. dlhis process is
called taarnuk’. The mother is considered impure after the birth of the chilthgllumbilical
cord falls off and purification ritual is done bykathar means priest by chantirsglamassar
(mantras) as it is mentioned in the third chapt@nari kirat (cutting of umbilical corjlis
preceded by thBaini pujaperformed for the wellbeing of the new born by thwarting off the
evil eye from harming the newborn. The supernatural entiBaisi who, it is believed, if
wishes might throw her evil eye on the newborn or even protect fii@wilaforces. Thus, it
becomes very important that the Spirit is propitiated through wartthis performed by the
Kathar (Karbi priest). Thepuja starts with the fixing of the image ¢Daini) in the delivery
room. Spells are chanted and she is requested to prevent from isl ¢cbening to pass on
newborn baby. At the same time a crow (black bird) which isgeveEd to possess mystic
powers against evil forces is sacrificed as offeringQiaini.. The belongings includes the
laying of a banana leaf in one comer of the room whereupon powdeeednd a lighted
earthen lamp is duly placed with the Kathar then breaking an egglosesffering while

chanting mantras to remove tHguwa’ (impurity) from room, the mother and the baby.
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Guests are invited to a feast overlungto rejoice the occasion. Nowadays they believed

that delivery in hospital is more convenient, hygienic and good for the baby and the child.

4.2.1 Food practices during pregnancy:

Pregnancy period is another important phase in a women’s lifeitibhaf care in terms of
food is required to attain a healthy baby. The Karbi women mentibaéduck and pork are
avoided for fear that it will make delivery difficult as theria women belief that pork and
duck contains high fat. Avoiding pork during pregnancy may be benefidlpork is not
cooked properly it may affect the intestines and may cause ctotisorders. Usually, pork
is contaminated with bacterigglmonella, S. aureu®tc.) which are killed by cooking the
food well in high temperatur&har (Alkali) is relished by Karbis in every dish for the belief
that it normalizes digestive disorder. However, during pregnaiticypragnant women
avoided it for the belief that it increases the blood pressureedndes the nutrients found in
the food. Among fruits, papaya and pineapple were avoided from concelbtimtivtery for
fear of abortion (Goswami, 2016.)

In Karbi society there is a ritual wheipali (one type of pepperizulmarish(black pepper),
some leafy vegetables likausia pat, bhebeli lota, hemsulang or dudhkasu, khukan sana
maas(dried fish), rice and har(Karbi drink) are taken for the pregnant lady from her
maternal house in her fifth month of pregnancy. These things aralemito be good for
the health of the lady according to Karbi belief. It is alsoelvelil that the consumption raw
salt is strictly prohibited during pregnancy. After five dayslelivery the new mom is given
the chicken soup addingipali in it. It believes that this soup will give the new mother

strength.
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4.3 Marriagerelated folk beliefs:

Marriage is one of the oldest socially recognised institutiortsen\people go and ask for a
girl before that the boy family enquire about how many dettiesgirl family worship and
who they are. They believed that there should have some sireddngtween two families.
Karbi people give much important to the mother of the bride, at timthe marriage
ceremony. it is believed that thopa’ has to be carried by the groom’s side for the mother of
the bride which includenodorlao or harlung(the traditional way of carrying the rice beer),
dry cakes made of sweet riffgora chawol),tems made of dry fish, powdered riceaidoh
guri), and the items what she ate at the time of her pregnancg,dahegiven as an honour to
her mother for bringing up the bride so well. On all types of iagermentioned in the third
chapter it is belived that whether arranged or eloped, Karbi or remti,Khe marriage needs
to be preceded by Rarachilt (purification) as required to facilitate her living as a new
member in the boy’s house and family.

There are some folk beliefs while going to select the britehe time of going to the house
of the girl to give the proposal of marriage if a crow shouts btltearoof of the house or a
dog behaves abnormally in the courtyard of the house (verandah) tedmelieved to be a
bad sign and the particular girl is not good for the family.

While coming to the girl’s house if a member of boy’s fansiyes a man carrying bamboo or
fetching wood on the way, it is believed that the groom may expire early aftaage.

If any widow takes part in all the activities relating tonarriage, from the beginning of
selection of the bride to end of marriage ceremony, her bad dys&ssed to the new bride

and it is believed that her husband may die early.
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4.4 Religious beliefs and women participation in religiousrituals:

the women or the weaker sexes of the Karbi enjoyed redpecitatus and recognition as
portrayed in their oral narratives of the yesteryears, whicleatity, was the inevitable
outcome of the recognition and acceptances of the duality of ekegical and elemental
forces- their co-existence and compatibility , awareness andtiatatitzat moulded their folk
wisdom and worldview (Bori)

In a Karbi society, without rites and rituals festivals of thebisais not complete. Main
religious festival of plain karbis iBehal puja.In this puja women are debarred from active
participation in religious ceremony of feasting and worshipping but the ptepaod making
rice beer lgarlung is by the young ladies of Karbi society. seven days bef@euja the
young ladies have to perform the traditional purifying procefiedbirkilut first. After that
they are ready to make tlmarlung which is used in the puja. During the time of puja no
woman are allowed to do weave.

the Ai Gossanior Ai Gossainj.e. the supernatural deity for pox and measles is worshipped
andentreated to protect their ‘village’ from this disease. It isgomed in theThanpresided

by a women Ai Paloni), Banana bark in the shape of a boat is made and thereimgfter
the goddess in the form of betel leaves, areca nut are laid whiedftee are set afloat in the

nearby stream. No animal sacrifice is made.
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Figure no 5: Karbi women during Ai-naam
It is observed on various dates of the month&toh-Kati as according to the Hindu practice.
Goddess Lakhi is the heavenly bestowed of wealth and prosperity.idmatht, Lakhi is
believed to reside in theNumpe Armu’ji.e. the main pillar of the household which is
considered to be sacred, along with thakhi Koloh which is a sacred earthen pot.
Worshipping of the Goddess in a grand way may occur at the commewndly in the
'Naamghar’/ Mandir where the image of the Goddess is installed. The women folk gather
there in the evening and sing hymrisaam kirtan’ supplicating the Goddess and then
distribute prasaad consisting of gram, pulse and fruits and sweets among the devotees.
In the field work it is found that they still belief that ther® some women who still practice
witchcraft @aini practices), and they also believebikhaharior sarpakanyavho can cure a

person bitten by a snake.
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4.5 Traditional belief practices concerning health problem among Karbi women: during
the study it is found that Karbi woman suffers from varietyggnaecological problems.
These problems are mainly because of excessive physical waktionf and the lack of
knowledge for personal hygiene. For the treatment of such problerbs Waman mainly
dependent on ‘medicinal herbs’ or some domestic remedies, which aceilped by ethno-
gynaecologists or the midwife of the village. After discussiath wome Karbi women they
don't really believed the connection of supernatural forces witlr ttpgnaecological
problems. Because of shyness of undergoing a gynaecologicalnatiamifrom a stranger
prevent them from the medical care. Interestingly the mawawnan, who have limited
knowledge of herbs, Karbi women blindly believed them more than anythseg A&n
analysis of Karbi women based on age was carried out to focus ltim pr@dlems. A sharp
dichotomy exists with respect to gynaecological problems and b##th issues. Cultural
norms prevent pubertal and married women to visit the primary hemkhatone. For the
gynaecological problems and the child birth acknowledged femalgaipe among the
Karbis is the ethno gynaecologist (Das I. , 2007)

There are some domestic remedies prevalent among the Karbi wamesome
gynaecological problems such as dysuria i.e pain or discomfort weating. During the
summer season the burning sensation occurs. They believed that comsurhbod that
generates heat inside the body such as red meat, excessive pomswhtraditiona drinks
(horlung) are the major cause. To get relief from dysuria Kadonen believed that drinking

of the leftover water after washing rice provides immediate relief.

Bogasapis commonly known as white discharge. Majority of women arectaifieby it and
they believed that the heavy work load is the cause of whitbatige. There is a traditional

belief among the Karbi women that if the pubic cloth throws away in the jungle asdakea
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crosses across the cloth then the girl would be affected byesgyeaecological disorder or

even be infertile. So they use herbal medicine prescribed by midwife of thrgevilla

Menstrual cramps in Karbi language it is known nagiki bhik Women affected by
menstrual cramps suffer from loss of appetite. Lower back pamiting, irritability,
weakness are the symptoms. Application of hot water and consumptiongef gnay give

some relief.

nari lora it means severe abdominal pain. It is an Assamese term wighsnmovement of
the navel. Karbis of demoria region also use this term. Thegveeli that the extreme
physical work is main cause of the pain occurrence; consumption oftarenof powdered

mint leaves with water, salt and pepper helps in relievingptie. This a popular home

remedy prevalent among the Karbi women.

Other diseases like fever, common cold the Karbi women resoalldpathic medicine
initially. But if the symptoms continued over a period of time, thle§t to the ritualistic

treatment.

Ethno gynaecologist: In all cultures have some sets of beliefs pattern conggetoirthe
treatment of women’s health problems including pregnancy and deliveconcerning to
these problems some societies have a specialist i.e. ‘midWideing field work it is found
that there are two categories of midwives — governmenettanidwife (asha baideu) and
traditional herbalist or midwife. Traditional midwives are wiedined within their indigenous

cultural methods of treatment.

Ethno gynaecologist mainly performs the role of gynaecologisbahst and a kin member
in image of mother for the emotional support during pre natalamlt stages. In Kamrup

district they are calledhai buriin Assamese anani or abuin Karbi dialect. They mostly
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used the traditional tools for treatment and other local technolayyeXample, instead of
using blade for cutting the umbilical cord they use a sharp pideanatboo. Midwifery is not
associated with any particular clan of the community. Womenawbepecialist in the skills
of midwifery can take up this profession. They occupy a honouredgrositithe traditional
Karbi society. They are extending their role by consulting s& ad family problems beyond
ethno-medical domain. Apart from assisting the delivery processssakso an herbalist,
consulting friend to the pubertal, married, and unmarried and manopaoseenvof the

study area.

It is seen in the study area that Karbi women have more trust on the traditiatiibpex

because they are assessable.



