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There are several studies that reveal how tribal women are doubly discriminated against 
because of their gender and cultural backwardness. Although there is a large volume of 
anthropological literature describing the characteristics and differences among the 
various tribes across the world, little inter-disciplinary research has been done to uncover 
the bias involved in their rituals and traditions. This paper, based on an empirical study 
conducted in Wayanad, the major tribal belt of Kerala, provides research directions in the 
unexplored areas of tribal development. The 30 in-depth case studies were focused on the 
traditional practices related to menstruation, marriage, pregnancy, childbirth and death. It 
was found that several of the rituals followed by tribal communities have a gendered 
dimension that is mostly grounded on the women’s body and the reproductive part of it. 
The authors conclude that tribal cultures and traditions need to be preserved, but the 
unnecessary harmful elements among them which act as hurdles to the development of 
tribal women must be identified and eradicated. More research in various tribal 
communities throughout the globe focused explicitly on this unexplored dimension of 
rituals, is called forth by the authors.       
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1. INTRODUCTION 

India takes second place in the world after Africa in the proportion of the tribal 
population. Tribal communities possess a rich cultural heritage having distinctive 
traditional systems of social control. Implementing these codes is done by an ‘unwritten’ 
code of conduct and a distinct traditional mechanism by most tribal communities. The 
laws of these tribal people are founded on the principles, values, customs, folklores, and 
insights of the universe and communicated from one generation to the other through 
social and cultural legacy. The scheduled tribes vary from one another in faith, ideals, 
culture, race, language, economy, population, etc. ‘Hardworking, god-fearing, honest and 
humble - theirs is a society ridden with superstition and ignorance which makes them 
vulnerable and extremely backward’ (Deogaonkar, 1990). The tribes continue to remain 
educationally and economically backward and are unwell at the bottom of the financial 
ladder. 

Abstract 
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The tribes in Kerala do not stick to any particular occupation alone; rather, they 
change their occupation depending on the accessibility of jobs, the climatic conditions 
and variations in seasons. Customarily, the occupation of all tribes is farm-based 
operations and related activities. Wayanad is the largest Adivasi populated district in 
Kerala. Being habitual borrowers, the ignorance of the tribal population is abused by 
many who they come in contact with. There are 11 Adivasi communities in Wayanad, 
majority used to shifting cultivation or gathering food as hunters. The main tribal 
communities of Wayanad district are the Kurichia, the Paniya, the Uralikuruma, the 
Kattunaikka, the Adiya, and the Ooralies. Of them, those who were traditionally bonded 
labourers such as the Adiya and the Paniya, forest dependent communities like the 
Kattunaikka and artisan communities like the Uralikuruma are the most vulnerable 
sections.  

Tribal Women in Wayanad 

Tribal women constitute nearly half of the total tribal population. As regards the status of 
women in tribal society, anthropologists have expressed different and opposite views.  
Some of them opine that women in these societies enjoy very high status. Others express 
the view that women are generally a depressed group. The nature of the tribal community 
as patriarchal or matriarchal determines the actual status of women in tribal communities. 
Various studies report higher illiteracy, lower school enrolment and life span and the 
higher fertility rate among tribal women in Kerala compared to the national average 
(Ananda, 2000; Mutharayappa, 1994; Rao, 1998). Research has also reported the higher 
incidence of sexual exploitation of tribal women by the non-tribals in the Wayanad 
region (Basheer, 2003; Jayanti, 2000; Shaji, 2007; Shruthi, 2015). Basheer (2003) and 
Shaji (2007) narrates the pathetic conditions of tribal women in Thirunelli, the largest 
village in the Wayanad district, which is infamous for having the highest number of 
unwed mothers. Tribal women too prefer sons, but they do not favour female infanticide 
or sex determination tests. The inheritance law is different. Girls have the freedom to take 
part in social events, and there is no dowry (Bhasin, 2007). 

Systematic research is necessary to understand the impact of traditional cultural 
practices on tribal women and make suggestions to eradicate harmful traditional 
practices, and generate awareness among the tribal populations about the negative 
impacts of such rituals. Most of the tribal societies believe in the impurity of women 
related to pregnancy, menstruation, childbirth etc. On all such occasions, women are 
prevented from coming into contact with sacred places and objects. Since Wayanad is the 
major tribal settlement in Kerala, where they constitute 18.5 per cent of the population, a 
study was undertaken with the following objectives:  

• To explore the gender dimensions in ritualistic practices among tribal 
communities. 

•  To identify traditional practices that are harmful to the development of tribal 
women. 
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II. MATERIALS AND METHODS  

The study sample integrates 30 tribal women in the age group of 18 to 45, ten each from 
the Paniya, Uralikuruma and Kattunaikka, representing communities at varying levels of 
development in the Wayanad district of Kerala. Kattunaikka community is considered the 
backward community among the tribes of the region and the most traditional people who 
strictly follow the traditional customs without any changes. The Uralikuruma community 
is better developed than the Kattunaikka community, whereas the Paniya is considered 
one among the forward tribes.  

Case studies using unstructured interviews were used for identifying and 
analysing ritualistic practices among the tribal communities in Wayanad. Informed 
consent was taken from the women participants. Additional references of the tribal 
development workers and neighbours of the tribal communities were also used to 
establish a rapport with the participants. One of them openly expressed how they are 
being used as objects in several research without getting any benefit from the study. They 
seemed to be fed up with interviews but happy to explain their rituals about which they 
are proud of. The women shared their lived experiences from childhood onwards among 
their respective communities, especially the major traditional practices related to 
marriage, pregnancy, childbirth, death and funeral. Interview with the ‘Mooppan’, the 
tribal leader, served to get further clarification regarding the traditional practices 
followed. 

III. RESULTS 

A. Traditional Practices Related to Menstruation 

The menstrual cycle is the regular natural change that occurs in the female reproductive 
system. But the menstrual cycle is associated with much stigma and taboos among the 
tribal communities. The Kattunaikka women have to sit in menstrual huts all alone during 
their menstrual periods. Only one among the ten women from the Kattunaikka 
community had got the chance to stay in the menstrual hut with the company of her 
distant cousin sister. Women from Paniya and Uralikuruma have to sit in a separate room 
within the house during their menstrual periods. But the first menstruation has additional 
rituals associated with it. Until the specific ceremony of ‘vayassariyichu 
kalyanam’(literally means proof of attaining the age ready for marriage) is conducted, 
their mobility and interaction with the outside world is restricted. Women belonging to all 
the three communities are kept out of the view of male members in the house during the 
first menstrual period. Restrictions regarding the intake of any food items prepared using 
‘pachari’ (rice that is not boiled) are the same in all the three communities.  

  Women are not allowed to enter temples or engage in prayers during their 
menstrual periods. When the reasons for prohibiting entry to temples during menstrual 
periods were enquired, one of the respondents said, ‘Don’t ask so,  during our menstrual 
periods how can we think about entering temples when we cannot even go near the 
images of god. We do not even offer prayers during menstrual periods. If anyone tries to 
make any changes in this regard, they will be punished by the deity and the god’s curse 
has the power to destroy their family too’, they are not even ready to answer such 
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questions.  

  In yet another instance, a girl studying in tenth standard d was found watching 
TV when the researcher approached their hut. She had not gone to school in those days, 
and when enquired, the girl seemed happy to announce that she is not going to school 
anymore. At the same time, a kind of hopelessness and lack of aspiration could be sensed 
in her words.  

During earlier days, women used pieces of clothes as absorbent materials, and 
now their daughters are using sanitary pads instead of clothes. The gradual cultural 
diffusion has resulted in slight changes in their habits and lifestyles. 

B. Traditional Practices Related to Marriage 

Marriage is done only after the girl attains eighteen years old, but she has no right to 
choose her partner. Marital practices among the Paniya, Uralikuruma and Kattunaikka 
communities start with the ‘pennukanal’ where the boy makes a formal visit to the girl’s 
house to see her. From the moment of fixing the marriage, it is the duty of the 
bridegroom to fulfill all the needs of the bride, including providing soap and oil for the 
bath. After the marriage, the bride goes to the husband’s house and stay there strictly, 
adhering to the advice given by the parents. The advice that the women receive from their 
parental homes, especially from their mothers, before marriage is highly gendered. They 
instruct their daughters to serve their husbands and in-laws as obedient wives and 
daughters in law. All the thirty women interviewed are of the same opinion that it is their 
duty to live for the husband and his family, and a good woman will not deviate from such 
responsibilities even if she has to face any problem in marital life.  

C. Traditional Practices Related to Pregnancy and Childbirth 

During the seventh month of delivery, women in all three communities have to go 
through a ritual named ‘attu’, which drives out the disturbance of the ‘peyy’ or ‘pishaj’, 
thereby reducing the problems associated with delivery.  ‘Peyy’ literally means the evil 
spirit of a dead person. ‘Attu’ is a pooja done by komaram in the presence of the 
‘Moopan’. They believe that this ritual will enhance the possibility of safe delivery by 
avoiding any chance of complications associated with childbirth. As they believe, 
‘Chinnu did not go through the ‘attu’ during her second delivery, and it was a 
complicated one’. Chinnu herself firmly believes that it is the ‘peyy’ that made her 
second delivery complicated.  

     ‘Sodhodhimmi’ is a ritualistic dance form that is practised among the 
Kattunaikka community, which proclaims the bravery of the husband who had gone to 
the deep forest to hunt a ‘kooran panni’(a forest animal) to fulfill the desire of his 
pregnant wife. After having the meat, the happy wife gives birth to a boy baby. 

   Among the Kattunaikka community, immediately after the birth of a baby, if it is 
a girl child, they make a swing using the bamboo leaves and display it over the front door 
of the hut, and if it is a boy baby, they design a bow and arrow and fix it over the door. 
Among the thirty women involved in the research program, the first delivery of only one 
woman from the Kattunaikka community was done at home and attended by a traditional 
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birth attendant. All the other twenty-nine women had hospitalised deliveries. It is 
interesting to note that the majority of them had their birth at homes while their deliveries 
happened at hospitals, thanks to government machinery’s health care facilities and 
activism in the region. During the pre and post-partum period of delivery, the women 
from Kattunaikka, Paniya and Uralikuruma communities have not received any special 
food or care to improve their health. Still, they have taken the medicines supplied from 
hospitals. Almost all the women participants had taken rest for three months after their 
delivery.  

Women in all the three-communities had to follow twenty-eight days of impurity after 
their delivery. Among the Paniya and Uralikuruma communities, women after delivery 
get purified by taking a bath on the twenty-eighth day. Among the Kattunaikka 
community, to achieve purity after delivery, they spray a mixture of cow dung, leaves of 
‘Tulsi’ (the sacred plant that symbolises purity and is often used in temples for worship 
purposes and on special occasions such as marriage. A Hindu house is considered 
incomplete without the Tulsi plant in the courtyard. Tulsi is believed to promote 
longevity and lifelong happiness) and the bark of ‘mazhukolli’ (the plant used to cleanse 
unclean surroundings) in their house premises. 

D. Traditional Practices Related to Death 

Among the Paniya, Kattunaikka, and Uralikuruma communities, the ‘Moopan’ presides 
the death rituals. ‘Nizhalupidikkuka’ is the main ritual associated with death performed 
by the Moopan to capture the spirit of the dead into the twig of a tree so that it does not 
wander around. The burial practices can only be conducted under the supervision of the 
‘Moopan’. After washing the deceased, the body is taken to the forest for burial, during 
which no woman is permitted to follow them to the burial ground.  

      Among the Kattunaikka community, when a person is dead, after bathing the dead 
body, it is laid in front of the house, and after the prayers, the Moopan invokes the 
ancestors by calling the names of the father’s father of the deceased, father of the dead 
and also the mother’s father. This indicates how they are prone to worship their ancestors, 
especially the male forefathers. Later the body is taken to the burial ground. Unlike that 
of a man, if the deceased person is a woman, her body will be decorated like a bride. 
Death rituals for men and women are almost the same among the three communities, 
denying entry of women to the burial ground.  

E. DISCUSSION 

A closer analysis of the traditional rituals among the three tribal communities 
reveals gender bias and discrimination embedded in them. During the birth of a baby boy 
and a baby girl, people among the Kattunaikka community use different symbols to 
announce their birth. The bow and arrow convey an indirect message that boys are born 
to win; they are the real fighters supposed to fight for the community. With the swing 
indicating the birth of a girl baby, the role of girls and women is conveyed to perform 
mothering and take care of children. Such gendered welcome ceremonies to male and 
female babies sustain the gender division of labour among the community. Such 
differences are not seen among the Paniya and Uralikuruma communities. 
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In all the three communities, impurity of the body is assigned to girls at the time 
of menstruation, and they are required to keep away from other family members, either in 
separate menstrual huts or separate rooms. If the family is poor to conduct the 
‘vayassariyichu kalayanam’ ceremony on the seventh day, girls may have to wait even 
for months in the separate space/house, and during this time, girls are not permitted to go 
to schools. During monthly menstrual cycles afterwards also, girls are not allowed to go 
to their schools. Such restrictions gradually result in drop out of girls from schools and 
stunts their education. Similar findings are shared by the Report of the Water Aid (House 
et al., 2012), in which up to 30% of girls keep absent from school for about four days in a 
month while menstruating due to the lack of sanitary pads and fear of staining their 
uniforms. Such absence and the need to celebrate ‘vayassariyichu kalayanam’ develop a 
distancing and disinterest in studies among tribal girls. Restricting women in menstrual 
periods from entering public places, interacting with male members, looking at images of 
Gods or offering prayers develop the concept of impurity and bodily imperfection among 
girls and women, thereby lowering their self-respect and self-esteem and further 
worsening their inferior status. More studies in this regard are required before making 
accurate generalisations.  

In all the traditional practices from birth to death, the presence of ‘Moopan’ is 
unavoidable. Marriages are patrilocal, and women have no rights or say in choosing their 
partners. Marriage is fixed as per the consent of ‘Mooppan’ and the bridegroom.  
Gendered advice to live as an obedient wife and possession of the husband is given to 
girls at the time of marriage, but no such advice is given to boys. All these contribute to 
the helplessness and secondary status of women.  

The ceremonies to drive away ‘peyy or pishaj’ from pregnant women are also 
detrimental to women’s development as it sustains the superstitious beliefs that a 
pregnant woman’s body is susceptible to possession by evil spirits. Ritualistic dance form 
among Kattunaikka called ‘Sodhodhimmi’ indicates the son preference among the 
community. With his strength and courage, the brave husband hunts out a Kooranpanni 
and the pregnant wife, after eating the cooked pork, happily delivers a boy baby. The 
dance form proclaims the bravery of the husband during hunting. Women in all three 
communities have to undergo specific purification baths after delivery.  

Gender differentiation can also be noticed in rituals related to death among 
Paniya, Kattunaikka and Uralikuruma communities. Women are not allowed to enter the 
funeral ground as they believe that women are emotionally not stable. Women’s roles in 
funeral rituals are limited to cry and pray for the soul of the deceased.  Keeping women 
away from burial grounds is also detrimental because it nurtures a feeling of inability and 
inferiority among women.  

The tribal groups of the Malabar region in Kerala are undergoing slow uprooting 
of their traditions. But the existing traditional cultural practices are mostly grounded on 
the women’s body and the reproductive part of it. Tribal women are found to accept such 
differentiation as natural. More consciousness-raising is required among tribal 
communities regarding the worth of their body and mind, their inner strength and 
capacities, their roles in economic production, and the harmful elements in their 
ceremonial practices. 
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F. CONCLUSION 

Though tribal communities are proud of their culture, the present study throws light on 
the harmful elements in their customary practices. The findings of the study pose 
directions of research to be undertaken by focusing on the fallacy behind glorifying the 
egalitarian gender relations among tribal communities. At the same time, the 
generalisability of the findings is restricted to the three communities studied and that too 
in the largest tribal settlement of the state. One cannot ignore the implications of the 
study conducted in one district of the state of Kerala, noted for its ‘Kerala model of 
development’ and the high women development indicators. The present study was limited 
to only the Uralikuruma, Paniya, and the Kattunaikka communities in Wayanad. Detailed 
research on the whole tribal communities residing in Wayanad and other districts of 
Kerala needs to be undertaken before making generalisations over the entire tribal 
population of the state. Research is required on need assessment and capacity building of 
tribal women who at present have accepted the bodily ‘impurity’, powerlessness and 
secondary status as cultural norms that should be upheld at any cost. The gender bias 
existing in one tribal belt of the advanced state warrants further research in other parts of 
the state, the nation and the tribal settlements throughout the globe as one cannot 
overlook the development of tribal communities in the name of sustaining indigenous 
cultures.  

While addressing the issue of intersectionality, development experts, particularly 
gender practitioners, should study the hidden messages in the tribal culture and eradicate 
the harmful elements. Struggles to meet their practical gender needs also should include 
components to meet the strategic gender needs like consciousness-raising, gender 
sensitisation and rights awareness. Though tribal communities are proud of their culture, 
the study highlights the harmful elements in their customary practices. Thus, it can be 
stated that gender mainstreaming attempts call for interventions like awareness 
generation among tribal communities regarding the significance of education and 
economic participation of women. 
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