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Traditional Taboos Through

(English Langwage )

- Buddhist Eyes

Observing traditional taboos,
sense or superstition ? This is an often
asked question. The answer to this
question is not far to seek if we recall
Lord Buddha’s immortal counsel. I
quote, “One should not accept any-

- thing with mere faith, but one should
use ones’ common sense and intelli-
gence before accepting anything.”

The common life of the Nepalese
is hemmed in by taboos and traditio-
nal beliefs. Thier ways of living, old
family coustoms and traditions are
unique in themselves. The most stri-
king feature about their tradition is
that they know what they are doing
but cannot really justify the reasons
for doing them. The large majority,
who are unsophisticated, are narrow

in outlook and timid of innovations and

they accept ahy old befief uncritic-

ally. The' educated elite, however,
manage to reconcile common sense
with their customary practices.
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In several cases, uncritical aceep-
tance of traditional praétices may be a
blessing because . thcy have their own
logi’c based on a consideration of the
practical issues of life. But blind accep-
tance of things cannot be a blessing in
all cases. Critical evaluatiou may very -
often be mnecessary to avoid being

hoodwinked by restrictive beleifs and’
irrational customs.

In-.common parlance, the Nepalse
proverb-BIRALO BANDHI SHARA-
DDHA GARNE (To perform Shra-
ddha Cérembny- with a cat looked up
in a cage) is used as an expression
meating ‘to accept prevailing belief
blindly. This phrase'has its reference
to the well-know anacdote of a man
and his pet cat ! “Once a man was
observing his deceased father’s death
anniversary. He had a pet cat whom
he had to cage in a carrying basket
lest it should disturb him during his
shraddha (ceremony in honour of

Anandabhoomi



dead relatives;) performance. Hisiyoung
son chanced to see him doing this.
He did not ask his father the reason
why he caged the cat in the basket.
The father in due course died. The
son thought that caging a cat formed
_ an essential element of the shraddha
ceremony. So when he performed the
shraddha ceremony of his deceased
father, he also caged a cat in a basket
in the same manner as his father had
done. His 'dcscéndants also did the
same and it became traditional family
custom.” '

Many of our traditional practices

and beliefs are of this nat-ure. We,

therefore, need to cultivate the spirits

of being critical towards the practices
surrounding out everyday life by que-
stioning their. validity and putting

them to the test of reason. Let us take _

a look at some of out most widely-
held taboos;

Newar Buddhist priests, for exa-
mple, do not eat chicken nor hens’
eggs. Taking chiken is looked upon
as mdrally degrading and it is there-
fore a forbidden food for lhem. There

is a legend that on one occasion Dev-
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dutta saw Buddha walking by a street
below Mt. Gridhakut. He ran up the
mountain and from there he rolled
down an enormous stone in order to
kill Buddha. The stone struck a big
rock and broke in to pieces. One of
the small pieces came down and bit
Buddha on his big toe and broke it.
In a couple of days, tiny worms app-
eared in the wound and it began
to look serious. One day a hen came.
and pecked all the worms out.
The wouud healed slowly. In gratitude,
Newar Buddhist priests swore that
they and their descendants would -
never eat chicken and cggs. Since then,

eating chicken has been a fab{)o for

them and seems to have served a

noble purpose. As time passed, some
unscrupulous priests kept this knew- -
ledge to themselves and storted saying
that the consequences of ignoring the
taboo would be frightful. Their inten-
tion however was simply to prevent the
people from eating chicken. Such an
emphasis on the uncritical acceptance
of things, as opposed to the significa-
nce of any particular observance, may

very well inspire a from of unwisdom

'2?.



from which disatrous consequences-

may result. _
Just the same is true of the taboos
surrounding mensetruation. Women in
menses become physically week and
hard work during this period, there-
fore, can damage their heath. So, in
Nepalese society, women du'rin‘g their
menses are considered unclean. They
- avoid touching plants and other living
things. The menstrual taboos require
that they abstain from taking part in,
religious and social gatherings or in
preparing food. The great merit of
" such a prohibition lies in their refri-
ning from doing any hard work.
Nowadays, the old expression
«Men for the field and women for the
hearth” is
Urbanisation has drawn a large num-

no longer appropriate.

ber of women into teaching positions

to schools and colleges and to secre-

tarial services in government offiices

and other business firms. If one thinks
about it logically, it seems quite ins-
crutable that even the women who
work outside their houses are still
observing pollution - purity - taboos
connected with menstruation in the
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traditional domestic set-up and are
thus obstinately clinging to their old
practices. In the light of critical eva-
luation of such things, one must be
able to judge whether old taboos
should be continued or sutiably modi-
fied.

- The sweeping taboo may be given
as a further example. Sweeping the

" floor in the evening is a taboo among

certain Nepales. For ages, Nepalese
relied only on oil-fed wick lamps for
their night light. There was no elecrri-
city. This meant that working in the
evening in those days had to be done
under -inadequate lighting conditions.
While sweeping the floor in such con- -
ditions, it is qute likely that small
valuables might be cleared away along
with dirt and dust. So, in the past,
sweeping the floor in the evenig was
tabooed. There was a valid reason or
explanation for doing so. :
Nowadays, we have electricity
for lighting purpose and our houses
are will-lit with electric lights The old
sweeping code has really ceased to be
valid in the changig circumstances of
the present age. But sweepingthe floor
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-after night fall is still considered a
taboo. Those who observe this taboo
-do not take the trouble to realise that
the age-old sweeping code was suitable
only for our great-grandparents. Some
times when this tabao is ignored by
the young generation, it causes offence
to the susceptibilities of the older
generation and results in family qua-

rrels. It requires a good deal of thou-

ght to span the gulf between the inte—

llectual recognition of an irrational
_custom and the collective will and
-determination to discard it.

Finally, it may be reiterated that
-one may not have anything to say
against traditional taboos as long as
the reasons for their observance are
-understandable to those who observe

them. The habit of accepting things
uncritically checks free thinking and
leads to bigotry, which is totally oppo-
site to the fundamental principles of
Buddhism. It is also subversive of
progress. Taking guidance from Bu-
ddhas’ importal counsel that one
should not accept anything with mere
faith but one should use one’s comm-
on sense and intelligence before accep-
‘tinganything, we need to put to test the
true validity of the observance of the
taboos. Once the true validity of _the.
observance of the taboos is undsrstood
silly superstitions will be shed and this
will act as.a spur to an improved sta-
ndard of life rather than being a brake

on people’s temporal advancement.

V)

The Words of Buddha

: The well-doer rejo’ces here, he rejoices hereafter. He rejoices
- in both worlds. He rejoices thinking that he has done good. He rejoices

even more when he goes to the blissful state.

Anandabhoomi
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