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Sindoor, mangalsutra, red bindi, bangles and toe rings – these are some of
the markers that according to societal customs
signify that a woman is married. Sindoor is a
traditional vermilion red or orange-red
colored cosmetic powder. In Hindu communities, it
is worn by married women along the part of their
hair and ceasing to wear it implies widowhood.
This tradition is also followed by the belief that
longer the line of sindoor longer the life of husband.
Sindoor singnifies that a women loves her husband
and wishes for his longlife. A married women
should never remove sindoor as it is considered
bad omen and something wrong may happen to her husband.

History, Myth and Beliefs
Sindoor is applied for the first time to a Hindu woman during the marriage
ceremony when the bridegroom himself adorns her with it. The ceremony is
called Sindoor-Dana and is very much in vogue even in present times.
Religious scholars say that there has been no mention of this ceremony
before the Grihasutras hence it is considered to be a relatively new
practice.
The tradition of wearing Sindoor by married women has been explained
with the help of mythology. Scholars say that red is the color of power while
vermilion is a symbol of the female energy of Parvati and Sati. Hindu
mythological legends regard Sati as the ideal wife who gave her life for her
husband's honor. Every Hindu wife is supposed to emulate her. Hindus
believe that Goddess Parvati protects all those men whose wives apply
vermilion to their parting of hair.

History

Tradition of wearing Sindoor or vermillion is said to have traveled through
more than 5,000 years of Hindu culture. Female figurines excavated at
Mehrgarh, Baluchistan, show that sindoor was applied to the partition of
women's hair even in early Harappan times. Besides, legends says that
Radha, the consort of Lord Krishna, turned the kumkum into a flame like
design on her forehead. In the famous epic Mahabharata, Draupadi, the
wife of the Pandavas, is believed to have wiped her sindoor in disgust and
despair. Use of Sindoor has also been mentioned in The Puranas, Lalitha
Sahasranamam and Soundarya Lahharis.

tanotu kṣemaṃ naḥ tava
vadana saundaryalaharī
parīvāha-strotaḥ saraṇiriva sīmantasaraṇiḥ ।
vahantī sindūraṃ prabala kabarī
bhāratimiradviṣāṃ bṛndair bandī-kṛtamiva navīnārka
kiraṇam ॥

Oh mother, let the line parting thin
hairs,
which looks like a channel,
through which the rushing waves of
your beauty ebbs,
and which on both sides imprisons,
your Vermilion, which is like a rising
sun,
by using your hair which is dark like
the platoon of soldiers of the
enemy,
protect us and give us peace.

—Adi Shankaracharya, Soundarya
Lahari,

—translated by P. R. Ramachander

Present Day Scenario
The age old tradition of applying it amongst married Hindu women still has
a lot of significance and value. People who make sindoor use vermillion,
which is basically a red-orange tint. Prior to this however, it was made
using more natural resources like turmeric, alum or lime. The chemicals
used these days which include red lead can be toxic and one must handle
the powder with extreme care and caution.
Even today, for a married Hindu woman, the sindoor signifies her desire for
her husband’s long life and prosperity and is also considered a sign of her
never dying love and devotion towards her better half.

During certain religious festivals like Navaratri and Sankranti, it is
customary for a husband to apply it on his wife’s forehead. During other
religious events, it is also applied and offered to the various gods and
goddesses.
Even the way it is applied may vary from one woman to the next since
everyone has their own particular style of adorning it. Some brides choose
to fill in the entire hair line when parted, while others prefer putting it in the
form of a dot right at the starting point of the hair partition. But regardless of
the length or space that it fills, the sindoor is always applied in the centre.

Astrological beliefs
According to Indian astrology, mesha raashi (Aries) is on the forehead of a
human body. The Lord of Aries or its ruling planet is Mars. This planet is
red in colour which is believed to be auspicious. Sindoor being red in colour
and also applied on the forehead, holds a very important place in Hindu
tradition. Astrologically, sindoor significantly affects the well-being of not
only the married woman but also of her life partner.

Since Sindoor is vermilion, it has some
toxicity concerns too
Traditional sindoor was made with turmeric and alum or lime, or from other
herbal ingredients. Unlike red lead and vermilion, these are not
poisonous. Modern material being sold as sindhoor mainly uses vermilion,
an orange-red pigment, the purified and powdered form of cinnabar, which
is the chief form in which mercury sulfide naturally occurs. As with other
compounds of mercury, sindoor is toxic and must be handled carefully.
Sometimes, red lead (lead tetroxide, also known as minium) is added to
sindoor. Red lead is toxic. In early 2008, allegations of high lead content
led the U.S. Food and Drug Administration to recall batches of sindoor from
several manufacturers.

Similar traditions in other parts of the world
Nepal
The sindoor (vermillion) symbolizes
good luck, bravery, auspicious and
many more. The nepali lady becomes a
wife for ever after man applies the
vermillion power on her upper forhead,
a line made by parting the hair. This is
accepting partner for eternity. After
getting married till the widowhood, each
day a women should beautify her
applying sindoor (vermillion) on her
forhead. This line of vermillion powder
reminds women to be in chastity and
be faithful upon her husband. This
faithfulness is supposed to be a sacred
power by which a man makes progress
for the family. This ritual has been practiced here for centuries. This apply
will make long

Traditional Wedding Chura Ceremony : Punjabi Culture
Typically the bride may possibly wear 21 crimson
and ivory coloured bangles on each and every
arm. Odd numbers are considered auspicious in
Native Indian lifestyle. Nowadays, the number of
bracelets worn and their design are actually
dictated by the bride’s alternative. Bangles were
usually worn by way of bride for a full year as
being a symbol of her staying newly married. The
coconut-shaped decorations (kaleeray) were
being historically significant because many girls
could well be married in towns or villages that
had been miles away. As they were expected to be afraid and reserved,
they would seldom say as long as they were hungry. So, dried coconuts
ingested to them during this choora ceremony to wear about the wedding
day, and to possess as optional food whenever they depart for their

significant other home. Now, kaleeray are decorated as an accessory to
compliment this bridal look.

Global Appeal
Indian cinema has upheld the glory of this symbol in various movies, which
even have titles with the name sindoor, for example ‘Sindoor Tere Naam
Ka’, which was an Indian movie that came out in 1987. Several female
characters in various Hindi movies have been shown with utmost power
and courage due to the sindoor being marked on their forehead.

Interesting Fact and significance












When the sindoor is wiped or smudged off it indicates that a woman has
just lost her husband and is now a widow
Sindoor is thrown in the air as a sign of prosperity and honor during
festivals like Holi
In ancient times it was made at home, but now it is readily available in the
market at reasonable prices
The color red signifies strength, blood and fire
Another name for Sindoor is Kumkum
It is also believed that it enhances the levels of concentration
There is a huge significance of sindoor when it comes to festivals. In many
of the Hindu festivals like Navratri and Teej, it is a ritual that husbands
apply sindoor on the forehead of their wives. In fact, in many of the Hindu
temples, sindoor is offered to many Goddesses.
Scientific explanation: The application of sindoor is not just a ritual, but a
practice which stimulates good health. On one hand, it serves as a
longevity prayer for the husband, but on the other, it keeps a tab on the
woman's physical well-being. The sindoor is prepared using turmeric and
lime. Turmeric helps to ease stress and strain. It also helps in keeping the
brain active and alert.
The market of sindoor in India is very large.

Analysis on the basis of Cultural frameworks
Applying sindoor in the partition of hair by every Hindu women symbolizes

collectivism. One of the tradition related to sindoor representing
collectivism is Sindoor khela

Sindoor Khela is a Bengali Hindu tradition where women smear each
other with sindoor on Vijayadashami, the last day of the Durga Puja. On the
day of the Vijayadashami after the conclusion of the ritual worship, married
Bengali Hindu women apply sindoor on the forehead and feet of the
goddess and offer sweets to her. Then they put sindoor on each other's
faces and offer sweets to each other.

But the society somewhat has made applying sindoor more of a
compulsion than a choice of the individual. And those who chose to differ
from this tradition are judged on various grounds and levels, which is a
classic case of Ethnocentrism.

 And thus the question arises why not a choice but compulsion?
compulsion on what should I need to put on to show the society that I am
married , I love my husband and wish for his long life ?

 And if compulsion, why only for one among the two involved in that marriage ?
I am sure the husband also wishes for the long life of his wife but this needs
no proof.

Not to question the beliefs, but restraining someone from dressing up as they wish
just because now she is married is what that bothers me. Problem arises when this

does not limit till judging a married women without sindoor but humiliation and in
some cases filing divorce!!!!!

Cases from some articles are read as:
In rural Jharkhand Rita Devi has developed skin infections from
applying sindoor in her parting but she feels she cannot stop. “If I didn't
apply sindoor, it would feel strange, I would feel like a widow. It wouldn’t
feel good. In earlier times it was believed that sindoor must be applied for
the husband’s long life. I also fear my husband may suffer harm if I don't
apply sindoor.” Similarly, Amrita, who works for Video Volunteers and never
wears sindoor, occasionally applies it just to get away from tiresome
questioning. “I wore it at my cousin’s wedding just to stop people from
making an issue out of it,” she says. There’s clearly immense societal
pressure on women to conform to the role of the ‘good wife’ not just in
action but also in appearance.
This tradition also reflects Hofstede's masculinity framework. This
tradition lacks sexual equality in representing love and devotion towards

the partner. We can find many articles online on how women feel this
tradition as a symbol of patriarchy. There is a certain amount of rage
among many women specially younger generation regarding the
compulsion of this tradition. What to wear or put on should be the choice of
the individual not the society, shouldn’t it?

Conclusion:
There is no questioning on a tradition like applying sindoor which
symbolizes love for one’s partner until it’s an individual choice. Forcing
someone to appear in a certain way is something that is not appreciable.
We as a society are yet to improve on such grounds. Elderly women of the
family questioning or judging the one’s refusing to apply sindoor as a proof
of her love towards her husband is something happening openly around us.

But, till it’s a choice it’s a beautiful way of celebrating one’s marital status.
Sindoor is being applied by Indian women since Vedic era in their hair
parting and on the forhead. It is one of the 16 adornments (solah shringar)
in Hinduism. Aside from this, it's also being applied by the men in the form
of “Tilak”on their forehead.
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Looking through the sieve - an insight on Karva Chauth

Karva Chauth is a popularly celebrated occasion in most parts of India, especially in
the north. Having lived all of my life in Delhi, every year, typically in the month of
November, I would see all my teachers dressed up in extremely vibrant traditional
clothes, with their hands adorned with henna (mehendi). As young students who had
only acquired knowledge about this subject from overly dramatic scenes from movies
and television shows, my friends and I would exploit the fact that our teachers were
too tired to teach as they would be fasting throughout the day. As an adolescent, I
would usually question this ritual for being inhumane. Moreover, this practice
seemed completely irrelevant in the present day and age. Therefore, I chose this
topic to have a better understanding of the practise and the women who practise it.

Karva Chauth is celebrated on the fourth day
after the full moon in the month of Kartika
which mostly coincides with the months of
October or November. Most Indian festivals
follow the Hindu calendar which is based on
the positions of the moon. The name of this
festival comes from two words- ‘karvas’
meaning an earthen pot filled with water and
‘chauth’ meaning the number four referring
to the number of days after a full moon after
which the festival is celebrated.

There are many reasons why this festival is celebrated. Men from the northern parts
of the country used to be recruited into the army, leaving their families behind. Being
consumed by the feeling of helplessness and fear of losing their husbands’, women
would fast and pray for the longevity of their husbands’ lives. Women were
traditionally married off at an early age and sent to live in their in-laws' homes. Quite
practically, a young bride would have felt very isolated and disconnected in a
completely new place. By following the various customs and practises of this festival,
women would cultivate friendships in their new communities within and outside their
immediate families, thus forming kangan-saheli (friends) or dharam-behn (sisters) for
life. This emotional and psychological bond would be considered akin to a blood
relationship. As the festival coincided with the wheat sowing season, an important
time in northern households as wheat is a major crop of the north-west, women
would also pray for a good harvest. The word Karvas in the name bears its
significance to this last notion as the wheat crop used to be stored in earthen pots of
the same name.
The preparation for the festival begins a few days prior with women buying jewellery,
dresses, puja items and thalis and of course Karvas which they would then paint and
fill with bangles and ribbons, home-made candy and sweets, make-up items, and

small clothes. Typically, on the eve of the fast, women eat their last meal, until the
moon rise of the next day, which is cooked by the mother in law. The food eaten and
the time at which it is had varies from region to region. For example- in the state of
Uttar Pradesh, a meal of soot feni is had with sugar and milk on the eve while in
Punjab, women wake up just before sunrise to eat. The meal gives them enough
energy to last the entire day without a morsel of food or a drop of water. On the day
of the festival, women wear vibrant traditional clothes – like sarees and lehengas or
other traditional clothes based on where they live, in hues of orange and red which
are deemed to be auspicious colours. They get beautiful designs of henna designs
made on their hands, the darkness of the colour of which signifies the depth of the
couple’s love for one another. Since women fast from morning to night, they typically
do not do any household work. Most of the day goes in meeting friends, families and
exchanging gifts and karvas.
In the evenings, women gather for a ceremony led by an elderly woman of the
community or a priest. They sit in a circle along with their puja thalis and listen to the
narration of the story of Karva Chauth followed by 7 songs- six of which talk about
the superstitions or practises to be avoided during the fast while the seventh
describes the lifting of those restrictions with the conclusion of the fast. Once the
moon is visible, depending on the region and community, it is customary for a fasting
woman, to view the moon or its reflection in a vessel filled with water, through a
sieve, or through the cloth of a dupatta. Water is offered to the moon (the lunar deity)
to secure its blessings. In some regions, the woman says a brief prayer wishing for
her husband's long life. It is believed that a woman is spiritually strengthened by her
fast and can defeat death (personified by Yama). After the first sip which is offered to
the wife by her husband, the fast gets broken and the woman can have food.
There exist multiple narrations of the story behind Karva Chauth. Although none of
them explain the origin of the story, all suggest the importance of the fast and
associate it with longevity of the husband’s life. Most popular one among these is the
story of Queen Veeravati who was tricked into breaking her fast by her brothers.
According to the story, as the fast breaks, she comes to know of her husband’s
demise. Her pain and tears compel the appearance of a Goddess who instructs her
to repeat the fast with the utmost devotion. On the completion of the second fast, she
confronts Yama(the Hindu god of death) who brings her husband back to life. Being
a legend, this story has many variations. Another popular legend exists in the
Mahabharata where lord Krishna advises Draupadi to perform the sacred act of the
Karva Chauth fast, similar to Parvati’s fast for Lord Shiva, to help the Pandavas who
were facing problems when Arjun goes away to the Nilgiris.
Having had an overview of the entire topic, we can dig in deeper and actually
understand what each of these aspects symbolise. A lot has changed from the time
when this practice started. Back then, women were prohibited from working outside
their homes, their sole responsibility being household work and child rearing. While it
is argued that this was done for the sake of safety of women, it finds root in a much
deeper notion of patriarchy prevalent in India. Even though gender roles are
slowly changing and women are moving out of their homes, getting educated and
earning for their families, this practise of fasting for the longevity of their husbands’
lives is still very prevalent. This is because each generation learns from the previous
one and this practice, though no longer relevant, is simply accepted. This is a classic

example of enculturation. While advocates may argue that women aren’t under any
compulsion to fast and that it is at the discretion of a woman whether she wants to
fast or not, most of them have an internalised fear of being judged and criticised by
the in-groups and therefore, give in.
As mentioned earlier, women used to be married off at very young ages within their
own castes. They would essentially live most of their lives at their in-laws’ place and
therefore, would adopt all practises and customs of their husbands’ families without
any hesitation. While inter caste and inter religious marriages are more prevalent
nowadays, new brides- who are far more educated and independent than they were
earlier- are still expected to follow these traditions- alongside their hectic work
schedules. Any objection is regarded as disrespect for the family and especially with
regards to the fast is seen as negligence for her husband’s life. Therefore, the
family’s method of acculturation resembles a melting pot while what is expected of
the daughter in law is assimilation.
The act of the mother of a household cooking food for their daughters and daughter
in-laws and even feeding them may be a very foreign concept to the rest of the
world. But it is these small acts that help cultivate a very strong relationship, one
which is based on love and mutual respect. This is a characteristic value of the
indian culture. Apart from this, through the narration of the legends, the food, the
clothing, the exchange of gifts and the songs- one shares their sorrows and their joys
of womanhood and revels in this. Even though each woman’s prayer is very intimate,
by celebrating the occasion and spending time with other women, they become
closer to one another. This displays the collectivism of the people.
This fast not only stands for a woman’s sacrifice but also the love she has for her
husband or a significant other in case she is unmarried. Widowers too have been
known to carry out the fast in the memory of their partners. Of late, members of the
LGBTQ community too have joined the practise. In a country which does not
appreciate public displays of affection, this represents one of those age old methods
of showing one’s affection for someone. At the very core of this festival lies the belief
a woman has and the faith that she can channel, which is so powerful that it fuels her
throughout the entire day. Karva chauth is one of those few festivals in India and
around the world that celebrate women and it embraces all of her feminine qualitiesmaking them her strength rather than her weakness.
Most critics of this festival call it “regressive”. Many say that this fast is tortuous and
inhumane. However, it isn’t very different from another form of fasting known as
“intermittent Fasting” which is presently very popular and has been known to have
positive effects on a person’s health. Indian culture lays a lot of importance on the
faith a person should have in some entity greater than themselves. Faith is what
most people need to get through the day and everybody needs a little faith in
their lives. One’s educational background should never hold them back from
believing in what they want to as long as it doesn’t harm them or others. A festival
that teaches everyone to love and the sacrifices associated with it should therefore
be celebrated and not criticised. India has a very rich history of festivals and
traditions. The youth however is not able to carry these forward. This is because they
are being asked to blindly follow these traditions without fully understanding their
origin and links to nature and science. If we make our traditions more inclusive and

be open to change, we would be able to see a very radical change in our youth’s
behaviour towards the indian culture.
On 17th October 2019, thousands of women around the country got together and
celebrated this festival. It was a celebration of love, of commitment, of hope and
faith. It was a celebration of what it takes to be a woman and all the sacrifices she
makes. It was a celebration of sisterhood. In short, it was a celebration of India.
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RITU KALA SAMSKARAM:
A RIGHT OF PASSAGE

BY SANJANA RAI

Introduction

India, as a society, is an eclectic mix of religions, ethnicities, and
languages, imparting it a wide spectrum of coexisting cultures. This
multiculturism allows the country to have a rich heritage and ancestry
that shows itself distinctly in the modern-day value system. As the
youth today builds a better progressive view towards social anomalies
against a fair share of deeply rooted societal taboos, some traditional
cultural practices actually help them break the predominant stigma.

What is Ritu Kala Samskaram?

A rite of passage is an event that marks the important transitional
stages in a person’s life, such as birth, moving from childhood into
adulthood, marriage and death. In Hinduism, these rites of passages
are called ‘Sanskaras’ or ‘Samskaras’ and are described in various
ancient Sanskrit texts. One such samskara is the Ritu Kala Samskaram
practiced in South India.
Ritu Kala Samskaram, also known as Ritushuddhi, is the 13th
Samskaram and Hindu coming of age ceremony for girls after
menarche, that is, first menstruation. After her first flow cycle comes
to an end, the ceremony is conducted for the purification (shuddhi) of
her body and to welcome her into adulthood. The girl is first bathed
by the women of her family in turmeric water, her hair is dried with
coal and she is adorned in a new silk half- saree and gold jewellery.
She is asked to stay in a hut called ‘kudisai’, built using coconut,
mango and neem leaves by her maternal uncle, which men are not
allowed to enter. Her family and friends are called to bless her as she
steps into womanhood. Then the family usually visits a temple before

having a grand feast in celebration of the occasion. Some families call
upon a priest to purify the house after the ceremony. It is only after
this ritual that the girl is deemed a woman, both physically and
spiritually.
A lot of importance is attached to the attire of the girl during the
ceremony. She wears a ‘half- saree’ (Langa Voni in Telugu, Pavadai
Dhavani in Tamil, Langa Davani in Kannada) for the first half of the
ceremony, during which she is gifted her first full saree by her
maternal uncle. This saree she wears for the second half of the
ceremony, as a symbol for having stepped into womanhood. Today,
many modern South Indian families have a half- saree party,
following which the actual samskaram is conducted.

Ritu Kala Samskaram, in South Indian cultures is a means of
veneration of womanhood and a celebration of strength. It brings
about a sense of elevation and dignification for the woman and erases
the taboo otherwise widely associated with menstruation.

But despite the fact that the practice respects and sets women in high
esteem, many households still place restrictions on women during
subsequent menstrual cycles. While the constraints imposed are
common to most households, it is the way menstruation is viewed by
some sub-cultures, that becomes problematic.

History and Mythology

In India there are two varying viewpoints regarding menstruation.
In most parts of the country, menstruating women are considered dirty
and impure. This myth dates back to the Vedic times and has been
associated to Indra’s slaying of Vritra, a demonic serpent. But the
guilt of a Brahmana murder plagued Indra. So, to rid Indra of his
guilt, women offered to take a part of his guilt upon themselves.
which appears as menstrual flow every month.
The second point of view suggests that menstruation is a monthly
process of ‘purification’ that women must go through and is often
seen as a rest from household chores. During the ‘Ambubachi’
festival of Assam, the temple is closed for three day, allowing
Goddess Kamakhya to rest, who is believed to be menstruating on
those days. Similarly, during ‘Keddaso’ a festival in Tulunadu in
South Karnataka, no farming activity ensues for three days as Mother
Earth is believed to have begun her menstrual cycle. The ritual of
Ritushuddhi derives its origin from this viewpoint where women are
respected for their fertility and not demeaned as being impure.
But via both these viewpoints, various restrictions are imposed upon
menstruating women in Indian households. For the duration of her
period, the woman is not allowed to enter the prayer (puja) room or

the kitchen, touch holy books or cook food for the family. In extreme
cases, the woman is completely isolated and not allowed to touch
other members of the family, or even take a bath, the idea behind it
being that anything or anyone the woman touches becomes
contaminated. The woman must be ‘purified’, only after which she
can return to normal life.
Other unfounded myths suggest that the presence of a menstruating
woman is enough to spoil a wine, bread, pickle or any food in the
making and that women on their periods emit a certain smell or ray
that cause preserved food to spoil. These ideas are dangerous because
they sometimes pose serious hygiene concerns which in turn affects
the reproductive health of the woman.
Analogous practices

Many cultures across the globe celebrate coming of age by solidifying
their commitment to their faith and family. The adolescent then
becomes rightfully independent and must take responsibility for his or
her own actions.
For example, the Jewish coming of age ceremony- Bar Mitzvah for
13-year-old boys and Bat Mitzvah for 12-year-old girls makes them
accountable for their own actions and allows them to bear
responsibility for Jewish law, traditions and ethics and are allowed to
participate in all areas of the Jewish community life.

In many parts of Central and South America, young girls celebrate
their 15th birthdays as Quinceañera, typically with a Catholic mass
where the girl renews her baptismal vows. It is followed by a grand
feast with friends and family.
Japan celebrates Coming of Age Day on the second Monday of every
January to congratulate those who have or will reach the age of
maturity between 2nd April of the previous year and 1st April of the
current year. Coming of age ceremonies are held at local offices and
the holiday is given to help them realize that they are now adults.
While these rituals involve celebrating the rite of passage from
childhood to adulthood, they do not associate themselves with the
menstrual cycles of the woman. Judaism views menstruating women
as unclean and polluting and does not even allow indirect contact with
the woman. Each of the aforementioned cultures harbour tremendous
stigma around menstruation and treat it as an extremely personal
subject. Specially, in societies that are individualistic, the idea of
menstruation is private and is not often shared openly.

Popular Explanation for the practice

Today the ritual of Ritu Kala Samskaram is no more than the
celebration of the onset of adulthood and purification of the girl’s
body and surroundings following her first menstruation. But word has
it that this practice as we see it now, first emerged many years ago.
During the British rule, crimes against women were on the rise.
Women in many parts of South India were abused and tortured by the
officials and hence families started fearing for their girls. So, in order
to protect the girl child from being a victim to atrocities, the ritual of
Ritushuddhi was performed in order to announce to close family and
the community that the girl was now ready for marriage and
childbearing. Once the girl was married, it rid the parents of the
responsibility of her protection and it became her husband’s duty to
care and provide for her.

Analysis

A collectivistic culture is one where the individual can expect the
members of their in-group to look after them. The ritual of
Ritushuddhi vastly captures collectivistic characteristics, because it
emphasizes on community and tradition. The idea of menarche, which
might be treated as very private in some cultures, is openly celebrated
within the confines of the in-group. The relatives of the girl come to
bless her as she steps into adulthood and rejoice this milestone with
her. The very notion of revering the girl, performing individual roles
to take care of her as a family, depicts the collectivism in this cultural
practice.
Whereas, South Indian women who were brought up in America,
which is a highly individualistic society, found the notion of publicly
celebrating their menarche unappealing. Individualistic societies
believe in privacy and may find the idea of Ritushuddhi disagreeable.

The second notable feature of this ritual is the proxemics. India, being
a densely populated country, the people living here have lower
expectations of personal space. And while ideas of personal space
vary among individuals, the average idea of personal space of an
Indian individual would be lesser than an individual from a sparsely
populated country. In Ritu Kala Samskaram, the girl is bathed by her
mother, often accompanied by other females of her family. For
someone whose idea of personal space is very high, this ritual may
seem revolting and maybe even violating.
Another aspect of this practice are the norms. All guests attending the
ceremony are expected to carry gifts for the girl. While it is not said
explicitly, it is implied and hence becomes a folkway. If a person fails
to bring a gift to the ceremony, he/she may be regarded with mild
contempt. Also, specific items serve as symbols to the context of the
ritual. The half saree represents childhood while the full saree depicts
adulthood. The role of the maternal uncle can also be viewed as a
symbol because he is the one leading the girl through her coming of
age and even in the future, it is the duty of the maternal uncle to
perform the ‘kanyadaan’ as the woman transitions into married life.
Similarly, the use of turmeric can be seen as a symbol of purity, both
before the Ritushuddhi and before the girl’s marriage.
In India, the perpetuation of taboo regarding menstruation is, among
other factors, an influence of enculturation. The younger generation
internalizes the norms they see being followed around them. If the
older females of the family give into restrictions imposed upon them
during menstruation, their children also get conditioned in a similar
manner. It then gets set in amber as a tradition, something that is
meant to be followed without question, regardless of whether the
practice makes any logical sense.

Significance

Samskaram means to improve, purify, eliminate shortcomings in a
person or object and endow new and better form to it. It is the process
by which the positive qualities of a person are developed and
enhanced. For the people of South India, Ritu Kala Samskaram is a
formal initiation of the girl into adult society. This can be seen as a
cultural equivalent of the coming-of-age society balls of Victorian
England. While the initial intention was to present the pubescent girl
as ready for marriage to the society, the practice has evolved in
meaning over the years. Today, it is a worship of women, an
honouring of a possible future mother and a display of joy on having a
healthy girl reach the landmark of puberty. Rituals like these take
away the taboo of having to be ashamed of a natural, biological
process and instil a sense of confidence and pride in the women of
that culture. Not only does it renew the sense of family, it also makes
the girl feel supported and protected as she embarks her journey into
womanhood.

Conclusion

Ritu Kala Samskaram is one of the practices that is at the foreground
of breaking menstruation related taboos in India. And while
constraints are still being imposed upon women, the viewpoint is no
longer derogatory or of disgust. More attention is being given to the
physical toll menstruation tends to take on women, with urban offices
allowing women to take their first day of flow off. In a country of
growing sensitivity, rituals like Ritushuddhi prove how ancient
culture goes hand in hand with modern change.
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