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1. Introduction - '. 
% i 

It is seldom that man eats all available edible material. Cultural patterns set by his 
parents and associates, both by observation and by expli+t instruction, classifies for 
him food items as being appropriate or inappropriate in certain situatians. The 
general food beliefs of any group or community are deeply entrenched in their minds . 
and practised. Such beIiefs can therefore significantly influence the nutritional 
status of the community and become a fact01 of importance in any nutrition program. 

Health workers, whose duties include advising the public on the correct choice of 
foods, could profit from a study of food belief systems of the people among whom 
they work. \Such a study would provide a clearer picture of the framework within 
which their advice will be followed. Tradition and folk-beliefs greatly influence the 
diet of women during adolescence, pregnaacy and lactation, and undernutrition is 
common in these groups. 

Studies on temporary food avoidances and taboos among Tamils in South 1nriia1,293;6 
emphasise the influence of beliefs, attitudes and customs on the diet of women during 
menarche, menstruation, pregnancy, puerparium and lactation. Although a few 
studies have been cafried out by the Department of Nutrition, Medical Research 
Institute, among urban slum dwellers around Colombo, there is no published data 
on temporary food avoidances among the Sinhalese. This is a report of a survey 
carried out among Sinhala women. As religion influences customs and taboos, the 
study was restricted to Buddhists, who, form about 70% of the population. A pre- 
liminary report on this survey has been publishecL4 

k questiomaire was prepared which sought infomation on foods avoided duriing 
various peliods of a ,  woman's life: viz. at puberty, during memtruation, pregnancy, 
puerperium, .lactation and post-menopausal We. The questionnaife enumerated 
foods commonly eaten in Spi Lanka, and questions were designed so as to ascertain 
whether each item was avoided all the h e  or only temporarily. 

* Resent address: Ruhuna Faculty of Medicine,-P.Q. Box. 70, Galle. 
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In the first study the qpestionnaire was administered to 221 young women attending 
a Course of 1nstruEffa.if 6% ~hild'fNe1'fitfe;  or^^ fheL%%oo3'of 'Shcial Woflc. 
They hailed from both urban azrd~mrai am& i~ v&biw&stfids.bf Sri L d a ,  They 
had all studied up to a minimum level of Grade 8 in their secondary education. The 
purpbse of the questionmire a& 'ekp l%ne&tw ' t~  ih d l  gcoups (IY to 18) and 
each person was asked to respond according to the practice in her home. As all of 
them had some basic knowledge of the science of fooa amb~nutfitioa, tliey were 
speciikally required to' avoid stating'what tRiY Eiiowt6 ?3e @ad ar && to be done, 
but mention only what is actually done in their owtr;~u&Ids: 

In the second study, the questionnaire was administered to women in Batnbara- 
bedde, a ?emote village in the District of Kandy (see Anne~). Fifty families were 
chosen at random frcm the Grania Sev&a's householder's list. The mother of each 
family m s  elected, about one=i&hs M the 'W adW female popuhtioh. of the 
Wage being thus included in the study. Prior to- the s m e y ,  the-enumerator visited 
tl%e homes with ttrto of the rikgers ,  ta establish rapport with the hausehold&sS 

. ..'- 
' h e  patted of food avoidaiid 186 siniilar in tfk' tfv6 @C>ups ~tildfd, aid are there- 
fore considered together (Table I& 

Dm%ng 
At Subsequent Png- her- Lacta- Menv- 

FOO& Menatehe ~enstnr- p&nlnc)r Mum tion pause 

.All or, s o h  i@hs . 
of non-vegetarian foods 97 
Beef 55 
Pork 43 * 
EW 32: 
~ l l  fish 16 
Small bony fish - 
Milk ,a. 
Bread fruit 
Jal; fruit , 
Manioc 
&,%tea &%,!ti&$&& 
A&mn l r d y  veget&%l& 
%&aMe s+&Ibikrl$'o5l 
Rpaau 
Pineapple 
Mango I 
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341. Puberty 

Most girls- duting their first menstrual period seem to confbnrto &bin strict-rules 
in the (choice of food. The most striking prohibition was that of non-vegetkian 
foods. Ml'items of non-vegetarian foods, including dried fish, were avoided 6y 8'%, 
all meats by 28 %, beef by 55 %, pork by 43 %, eggs by 32%, all varieties of fish by 
16 % and shell-fish by 30 %. 

Among the reasons given for such avoidances, the most common was the fear of 
pollution ("killa"). Custom fear of abdominal pain and meeoi=rhagia9 and t.he 
belief that some foods were "heaty", also inflacnced food habits. 

f 

The other foods avoided were the papaw (22-%), pineapple (28 %I, mango (24"b, 
and green !eafy vegetables el% %), cow's milk (22%) and colocasia yams (16 X), 
the most common reason being fear of excessive blood loss. Green leaves were 
thought to be indigestible. 

33. Menstruation 

Although subsequent menstma.1 periods are also "pollution periods", the precautions 
required are few. Only 22% continued their abstentions fiom all or some of the 
non-vegetarian foods that they exercised at puberty. Pineapple, papaw, mango and 
colocasia yams were avoided; as these foods were believed to cause excessive blood 
loss and abdominal pain. Beef and shellfish were considered "heaty'" and therefbre 
avoided. 

- At this time, 56 % did not conform to any striet.tules in theschoice offoodz 
meats and fish we* avoided 'by 18 %, beelf by 22 % and shellfish by 30 %, grmritldy 
Vegetables were avoided by 24 % of the women, 

3.3 Pregnancy 

The "hot" or "cold" nature of foods seemed to fnfIvence the choice of foods during 
pregnancy, 39 % avoiding "heaty" foods and 28 % avoiding "cooling': foods. The 
chsoificat-?on @'foods asG "hoe' or "cold" i s  not well demarcated. 

Eating non-vegetarian foods was considered ha.rmfu1, pork, pramyand crabs 
bing avoided most commonly. Small bony fish and 'red' fish were.alSo avoided. 

Th* fdsminating fea was that of abo&~i~ , Ot3ier reasons for abst&ia~! from, 
b a l  foods were (a) aversion to the sight md/w the smdl of such food (b) p n r  
digestibi&~l~).fear. af hamkg the foetus. Some f e d  tbat fish b n s  may injure 
the foetus. Milk was avoided by 28 % as it is .mid'aad "ooob~". 
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Tomato and manioc were considered to lead to inflammation of the abdomen. 
Tomato and aubergines were not eaten by 27 % in the belief that the peel might get 
stuck in the womb. Pickles, breadfruit, jak fruit, gingelly seeds and oil were 
considered poorly digestible or "heaty". Pineapple (66 %) and papaw (22 %) were 
avoided as they were thought to induce abortion. 

3.4 Puerperium , 

For the first 10 days after delivery-the mother is kept on a very restricted diet. 
Nearly all mothers avoided non-vegetarian foods, 78 % avoiding even milk. 

Many women adhere to a strict dietzry regimen of rice, toast, coffee and "miris 
hodhi" (a soup made with onions, garlic and condiments) during the first 10 days 
after partus. 

During the next 4 weeks, 65 % avoided beef, 77 % pork, 47 % eggs, 86 % small bony 
fish and 18 % milk. "Coo1ing"'foods were avoided by 55% and "heaty" foods by 
22 ",. 

Reasons for such avoidances were a fear that such foods harm the infant, fear of 
pollution, custom, lack of appetite for them, fear of abdominal pain, diarrhoea. 
dizziness and fits. Pieces of meat and fish were also believed to remain in the gut and 
cause cancer. 

Of the vegetarian foods, pineapple (38 %), leafy vegetables (36 %), tomatoes (33 %), 
aubergines (33 %), manioc (30 %), breadfruit (24 %) and jak fruit (20%) were the most 
cozsrnonly avoided,. Colocasia yams were avoided by 16 %, while 12 % avoided all 
yams and potato, and 6 0/, any kind of vegetable. These foods were believed to 
cause abdominal pain, increased blood loss, chills and colds, convulsions and 
flatulence. 

3.5 Lactation i 

Restrictions on the diet were less severe than during the puerperium. Some women. 
however, continued their avoidances throughout the period of breast-feedjng. 

- 
Foods commo~lly avoided were small bony -fish (320/,), beef (30%), prawns and 

shell-fish (24 %), pork (22%), manioc, breadfruit and pickles. "Cooling" foods were 
avoided because they "cool" the milk and the baby may. catch a cold. Some foods 
were'-bdietred to be poorly digested. Custom dictated some avoidances. Bones 
of fish were believed to injure the .breast and also harm the baby. Milk was avoided 
by 14% due to its "cooling" effect. 
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Fruits were more freely eaten during the later months of lactation than during the 
puerperium. Only 14 % avoided pineapple, 6 % mangoes, 28 % tomatoes and auber- 
gines. Other fruits, vegetables and leaves were eai& by most. Manioc was avoided 
by only 13 %.' Reasons given were the "hot" or "cold" nature of the food, the danger 
of causing inflammation of baby's throat, flatulence and indigestion. Tomato and 
mango were thought to discolour breast milk. 

3.6. Post-menopausal period 

Food taboos hardly exist after menopause. Among those who usually consume nh.- 
vegetarian foods only 2 % avoided pork. Manioc, jak and breadfruit were avoided 
by only 4 % and aubergines by 2 %. Other fruits and vegetables were eaten by all. 

As in studies in Tamilnad,1>2~3 in this study, too, no significant differences were 
noticed between answers given by uneducated women living in an isolated village 
and those given by women who had had a fonnal education and have easy access 
to media such as radio and newspapers. Food avoidances have thus been able 
to persist in spite of innovations. 

* In general, foods avoidance: among the Sinhala women studied are similar to those 
among the T a ~ n i l s ~ ~ ~ J  and the ma Jay^.^>^ The major1 avoidance at pubeft). and 
during menstruation are those of animal foods, particularly meat and fish. During 
pregnancy, the main concern is the fear of abortion, which results in the avoidance 

C of "heat)" foods which are believed to induce uterine haemoirhage. After delivery, 
abstentions are mainly foods considered "cooling", and in addition, eggs, tubers 
and groundnuts. 

4.1 Puberty 

Coming of 8ge is a memoqable date in the life of a Sinhala or Tamil girl and is marked 
by segregation &d ceremonies. She is segregated pattly to protest her from bostile 
powers and demons, and pattly to prevent her "pollution" from spreading. She 
has to conform to strict rules of behaviour which indudes choice of food. 

The most striking prohibition is the avoidance of non-vegetarian food, the per- 
centage of those avoiding all such foods being smaller among the Sinhalese. Eggs 
were avoided by one-third of Sinhala women whereas in Tamilnad, girls are encoura- 
ged to eat eggs "to strengthen the body for future pregnancies", and to make their 
breasts grow. As the questionnaire used in the present study did not seek information 
on foods t h h  are specially recommended at puberty, it would not be correct to infer 
that such beliefs do not exist among the Sinhalese. 
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Subsequent menstruations are still considered p011u'Ei~a periods attJiough less dan- 
gerous and requiring Fewer precautions. More tlian'halfthe women did not ~ o n f o m  
to any pattern of food avoidances. As restrictions on animal foods d m s e ,  
during later menstruations, so also do tho& on vegetables. and fruits dme*, 
green leafy vegetables being an exception. 

As in Tamilnad2; animal foods are avoided because the sight or smeil of~&ese foods, 
would cause excessive vomiting. Reasons such as the fear that the bzby would grow 
too big or develop skin ailments given by the Tamils2, and in Andhra FYadesh: 
were not advanced by Sinhala women.. Only about 22% avoided papaya, com- 
pared with over 80 % in Tamilnad. The reasons given by both groups are the same : 
papaya is "heaty", cause uterine bleedjag. resulting in abortion. Pineapple &voidance 
was as strong among both Sinhalese and Tamils, the reason given being its. powm 
to induce abortion, a belief also held by Malays and Chinese in Malayasia, Java 
and in Bali.2 

The reason given by the Sinhalese for avoi- of sesame seeds and ail were that 
they wefe "heaty" and poorly digestible. Tamils, on the other hand,. Wkve,that 
mame stimulates the ovaries, hastening maturity.. The grain is avoided durhg 
pregnancy because of the fear of abortion, being considere-d only second to papaya 
as an abortifacient2. 

4.4 Puerperimn and Lactation 

A severely restricted diet in the &st few days after partus is common-among bath 
Tamils and Sinhalese. Nearly all mothers are given a strictly vegetarian diet. Meat 
andefish are believed tc endanger the healtti of the &by, causifig skin en~ptions, diar- 
rhoeg and fits. Dried fish may be eaten, because "it incxeases tlie flow of millc.':2,% 
~ ~ ~ s ' r n a ~  be avoided for several days after delivery as they are believed to causs flatu- 
lence, indigestion and diarrhoea, and make the milk indigestible to the baby. Milk 
is srvoidbd far its '"wldness". Permitted foads andcbeh8xiotw appearto be higned 
wkeep'the b d y  "h~t'' and prevsnt toxicity of'tk sudt l i~g .~  

-bed Tamils a ~ d  Whz&se tlm miajor- avsi:&mm m n g  vegetarian foods 
am the fruitsa - papaw, j&nrit, mango, pineapple. Tubers arc avoided b a u s e  
they cause: fldulme, md c d d  he, ~wwsibk fop fits, c W &  di@Fhge@ asid epasti- 
pation in the infant. - 
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E. 

3Yi.e ' p h i p a  *kxplanattons for avoidances We 

4. W e f  in The thermal Quality of foods .(the "hot -,cold" theory). 

: ii. belief in pollution 2nd the purity or impurity of foods. 

4.5 %he :Hot-G?old Theory 
1 

Many women never question the prohibitions about food, and accept what their elders 
tell them to eat or not to eat.  he reasons given are within the framework of tradi- 
tional medicine and its theory which attributes "thermal" qualities to foods. Hmv 
deeply rooted these beliefs are is shown by the fact that educated persons often try to 
superimpose scientific medical terminology on ancient beliefs. "Coldness" concen- 
trates on ve4etables and certain milk products, ''heatS' on animal food ahd sweet 
fruits. 

4.6 Purity and PoUutfon 

The concept 6 f  purity and pdlution strongly aE&s many-tispects of life c i n ~ e g  
food habits. Foods may be intrinsically pure like ,the products of the cow, or 
intrinsically impure like pork. Although considerations of purity are important 

.. for food avoidances, it is seldom given as a reason, the majority oTwomen 
p ~ e f e ~ g ~ 0 ' 0 ' & ~  e~plailatioi~s hsScLtdh as naused, .i>r &ase gba.t madd ~ WaEl Yhe 
mother or baby. 

b The lack of differentiation between urban and rural dwellers may be in the hidden 
character of food avoidaBces WhIdh allow them tb3pers&t'ih spite 'Of i"nrlovaticms. 
No~nQtiaidns-areeappadent wben, .for example, a%nW fmit.like tbe.appleioadded to 
the normal diet. On the other hand, a tradltb~nd feit tike themango continues to 
be avoided at certain periods. .A majority of avoidances affect only those.fbods whose 
consumption is optional, and not the staple. I 

Annex 

Bambarabedde is an agricultural village in the Central Province, 6+ &ides from 
Huimasgiriya, a town on the Kandy-Malliyangana road. Its population is 1656, 
made up of 278 Sinhala Buddhist families, family size ranging from 3 to 13. Only 
a few households owned any land, most of the inhabitants being daily paid labourers 
employed by the Grama Sevaka, working his fields of paddy and tobaco. Only about 
10 %of the women did not leave home for work. The village had one school con- 
dycting classes from the Kindergarten to the G.C.E. Ordinary Level Examinaiion. 
Of the 492 children between 6 and 16 years of age, only 296 were attending school at 
the time of the survey. Only 46 %of the women interviewed had completed primary 
education and only 8 % had continued to secondary school, so that 46% had not 



66 Chandrani Weerasinghe, Srikanthi Karaliedde and T.. W. Wikramanayake 

been to school at all. There is no bus service to the village, the road not being 
motorable. The Co-operative store supplied rice and a few other essential items of 
food, so that the villagers have to walk 64 miles for most of their requirements. 
The nearest dispensary is at Humasgiriqa and the nearest Hospital at Meda Maha 
Nuwara. 

This village was selected for the study as it is isolated and agricultural, and its in- 
habitants live unde! vely pool conditions and have had a low level of education. 

i 

Acknowledgements 

O$ thanks are due to Mr. Dudley Dissanayake, Director, School of Social Work, 
for assistance with the dsignirig of the questionnaire and the survey among his 
students, and to the National Science Council of Sri Lanka for a Grant. 

References 

1. FERRO-LUZZI, G .  EICHINOER (1973). Ecology of Food and Nutrition 2 : 173 - 180. 

2. Fm~o-LUZZI, G. EICHINOER (1973). Ecology of Food and Nutrition 2 : 259 - 266. 

3. FERRO-LUZZI, G. EICHINGER (1974). Ecology of Food and Nutrition 3 : 7 - 15. 

4. I~RAUEDDE, SRIKANTEII, WEEWINGHE C.E. AND WIKUAMANAYAKE T.W. (1980). Proceedings 
of the Kandy Society of Medicine 3 : 34 - 35. 

5. RAU, PARVATHI K .  (1968). Proceedings of the Nutrition Society of India 6 ; 37 - 43. 

6.  SIMOONS, F.J. (1974). Ecology of Food and Nutrition 3 : 185 - 201. 
, . 

7 .  W ~ O N ;  CHNSTINE, S. (1970) Food Beliefs andPractices among Malay Fishermen Ph.D. Dism- 
taticn, ;University of California, Berkeley. 

8. WILSON, CHRISTINE, S. (1973). Ecology of Food and Nutrition 2 : 267 - 274. 


	JNSF10_1_59.pdf
	JNSF10_1_59 (2).pdf
	JNSF10_1_59 (3).pdf
	JNSF10_1_59 (4).pdf
	JNSF10_1_59 (5).pdf
	JNSF10_1_59 (6).pdf
	JNSF10_1_59 (7).pdf
	JNSF10_1_59 (8).pdf

