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Marriage Taboos And Women’s Well-Being Among The Galo 
Tribe Of Arunachal Pradesh

Galo, Layap, Agam, Taboos. This paper explores how marriage ritual taboos are associated with women’s well-
being and everyday experiences among the Galo tribe of Arunachal Pradesh. It focuses 
on the taboos of the Layap Agam marriage ritual, viewing them more as a belief system 
than as restrictions. The body serves as a center for the ritual, through which the divine 
is experienced. Furthermore, the traditional space inside a Galo house is seen not only 
as a living area but also as a spiritual environment inhabited by particular spirits such 
as Agam. Within this context, the body acts as a medium through which relationships 
between humans and the unseen world are shaped. At the same time, the organization 
of space within the house reflects gender roles and positions in the family and society, 
where both spatial divisions and spiritual associations influence everyday behavior. As 
a result, these taboos become part of a lived system that meaningfully connects body, 
belief, and space.

Introduction
Rituals are structured symbolic behaviors deeply embedded in the cultural frameworks of all human 

societies. According to Britannica, a ritual is the performance of ceremonial activities based on tradition 
or sacerdotal decision. Every known culture has a distinct and visible pattern of behavior known as ritual. 
It is therefore reasonable to view ritual as a method of defining or characterizing humanity. John (2020), 
in “Murung as a Ritual of Healing: Understanding the Rituals of the Apatanis of Arunachal Pradesh,” 
asserts that rituals can be symbolic, typically associated with a community’s supernatural beliefs, or they 
may memorialize events such as seasons, agriculture, or life cycle rites, whether in the form of a ritual or 
a celebration. To further understand the spiritual and cultural cosmology of such rituals, it is essential 
to situate them within the animistic worldview that encompasses various traditions. John states that the 
concept of the human body according to socio-cultural constructs differs from biological understanding. 
Rituals become a mode of cultural praxis through which the body, knowledge, power, agony, and selves 
have been repositioned through practice.

According to Britannica (2018), these customs are deeply rooted in the community’s animistic belief 
system; they have divine value and are crucial for cultural identity. Through the lens of an animistic 
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perspective, supernatural beings or spirits are autonomous and are attached to particular places, people, 
or families. Ritual performance often marks moments of contact between the material world and the 
transcendent or supernatural world. Each encounter is addressed through different rituals or ceremonies. 
Communities use rituals and ceremonies to express needs, build harmony, symbolize alignment, and 
maintain balance between the worldly and spiritual realms. In his chapter “Ritual and Performance” in 
the Companion Encyclopedia of Anthropology, Schechner (1994) argues that every culture has its own 
way of interpreting cultural experiences. From an animistic perspective, ritual is a key component of 
culture; it is not just a set of ceremonies but a means of expressing the community’s cosmic worldview. The 
Agam uyu reflects the cultural dimension of the Galo belief system and how the body acts as a medium 
between the sacred and the ordinary. The taboos are not seen as restrictions but as agreements or as part 
of the system of a Galo house, where humans and spirits coexist, where the Agam uyu accepts the bride 
and looks after the well-being and fertility of the family.

Research Methodology
The research was conducted by analyzing both primary and secondary data, including field studies, 

participant observation, interviews, and interactive sessions with informants. The methodology applied is 
descriptive. Qualitative tools were used, following ethnographic research methods for rich data collection. 
Data were collected through purposive sampling, including shamans and elders of the community, using 
semi-structured interviews. Village elders assisted with translation, and interviews were recorded using 
Sony digital audio recorders. Still photographs were taken in the field, while some were provided by 
participants.

Brief Ethnographic Profile of the Community
The Galo tribe is one of the major tribes of Arunachal Pradesh, recognized by the Constitution 

of India in 1950. According to the Constitutional Amendment Act passed by Parliament, the term “ 
Galo” was substituted for “Gallong” on December 19, 2011, and the President of India assented to the 
Amendment Act on January 10, 2012. The Galo tribe is the largest in number, inhabiting the West Siang 
District, Lower Siang District, and Leparada District.

Area of Study 
The research was conducted in Aalo, the headquarters of West Siang District, Arunachal Pradesh, and 

in Libu Bene and Nomuk Village, two adjacent villages under Kamba Circle, Arunachal Pradesh, located 
approximately 26 km from Aalo. Both places are predominantly inhabited by the Galo community, 
who traditionally follow Donyi-Poloism. There is also a visible presence of Galo individuals who follow 
Christianity and other religions.

Layap 
Layap is a sacred ritual in the animistic Galo worldview that reaffirms harmony originating from 

ancestors and the creator. It reflects an animistic cosmology in which humans are participants, not owners, 
of the world, and their actions influence the entire cosmos. The sacrifices and chanting performed during 
the ritual serve as invocations that establish a connection to the Layap uyu, located at the ancestral home 
altar of a Galo house. There are different types of Layap. 

ɲamә Layap Agam (Marriage ritual)

Uŋa kiin rɨnam Agam (Ritual after the umbilical cord of a newborn baby falls off )

Uŋa әm Anә-Abo nam lo iŋgyәm Agam benam (Ritual performed when a couple brings the newborn 
baby to their parents’ home)

Dәktup-pogmap gәma dob monam Agam (Ritual performed for the safety of the children)
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Nam lasum layap Agam (Ritual performed for the prosperity of the family)

Jimur layap Agam (Ritual performed when a married daughter returns home)

ɲi-hinam ŋenam go kayom monam Agam (Ritual performed when a close one dies)

Munam-ragnam kama dob monam Agam (Ritual performed for the well-being of the family and to 
protect members from going astray in life)

Bago Agam (Ritual performed for the welfare of the male members of the household)

Amo-Tami Agam: Mod, Hugrin (Ritual performed for the welfare of the family, incorporating 
agricultural elements)

The Layap Agam ritual is an expression of social recognition of a wife and husband through marriage 
among the local inhabitants, represented by community activities performed by men as social actors. The 
Layap Agam ritual is conducted to appease and retrieve the spirit of prosperity, personified as Agam uyu. 
In this ceremony, called Layap, a hen is sacrificed by the bride, and the Nyibo (shaman) sings hymns to 
invoke the Agam deities.

Origin of Layap Agam (Marriage Ritual)

There was a time when all beings could communicate with one another. The ancestral patriarch of the 
Galo tribe, Abo Tani, is believed to be the first human created. He married a leech and a frog, and tried 
to marry different beings in search of a compatible partner. However, all his attempts failed, as it was 
difficult for him to live with other beings. Then he saw a beautiful fire and fell in love with her burning 
amber. He immediately married her, but on their wedding night, the flames from the fire burned his 
genitals. They were burned and slowly began to stink. Later, he called upon Tayi (flesh fly) and decided 
to marry her next. The flesh fly sat on his burnt organ. Since then, the flesh fly is believed to sit on flesh 
and open wounds.

One day, Abo Tani trapped Tayi and took her to the village of Chicken, where a chicken ate Tayi. 
Then he took that chicken to the village of dogs, where the chicken was attacked by the dogs. From there, 
he took a dog to the village of pigs, where the pigs attacked and killed the dog. Then he took one of the 
pigs to the village of Mithun (Bos frontalis), where the Mithun hit the pig with its horn. Abo Tani then 
tied the Mithun to a tree called Hɨɨbom-Hɨɨrә. One day, there was a big thunderstorm. The tree was so 
strong that the winds could not break it, but instead, it came out of the soil along with its roots and fell 
on the Mithun, leading to its death. Later, Abo Tani held the trunk of the tree like a giant walking stick 
and carried it to the realm of Doɲi/Donyi (Sun). There lived Jɨmum, who had beautiful daughters named 
Mumdi, Mumi, Mumsi, and Mumnya.

He asked the daughters of Jɨmum to use the trunk of the tree as a pestle on the wooden mortar. He 
would marry the one who broke it. However, the tree was so strong that no one was able to break it. But 
Abo Tani was clever. He was attracted to Mumdi, so he invoked the wood-boring weevil to attack the 
wooden pestle and prepared it to break only when Mumdi struck it on the mortar. The small attacks by 
the weevils were not enough, so he then called upon the carpenter bees to bore larger holes in the wooden 
pestle. This time, when Mumdi struck the pestle, it broke into two pieces. Abo Tani then announced 
that he would marry Mumdi. However, she refused to marry him. Later, Abo Tani created a ruckus, 
declaring that if he does not marry Mumdi, he will cause an imbalance between the cosmos and divide 
the world between the sky and the earth. Hearing this, Mumdi’s mother convinced her to marry Abo 
Tani, explaining that if the balance between the cosmos was lost, the equilibrium of the realms would be 
disrupted and it would be difficult for all beings to survive. Everything would perish.

Later, Mumdi gave in to her mother’s anguish and agreed to marry Abo Tani, but only on one condition 
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that she would take all the chickens, pigs, ornaments, and jewelry from her home to Tani’s home. When 
these conditions were met, Mumdi married Abo Tani with the blessing of Rinyɨr-Gamyir, who then 
invoked the spirits of Agam. The shaman negotiated with the spirits of the ancestral altar of the house 
to accept her as the daughter-in-law and to bless her soul so she would not go astray, to protect her heart 
from lust for anyone other than her husband, and to grant her the power to bring warmth and prosperity 
into the house. As she spent the night there with her wedded husband under the supervision of our 
creator Hɨtum-Jore and the spirit of Agam, they blessed her womb with fertility and wished prosperity 
for the family for many generations to come. The bride sacrificed a white hen or chicken on the Layap 
Agam altar, which was prepared inside the local house on the ɲodә side of the fireplace. A feather from 
the chicken was then attached to the hair of the bride and groom with a natural adhesive extracted from 
the nest of carpenter bees.

Taboos
The Galo tribe places their faith in beliefs, cults, rituals, and customs that are sanctioned by divine 

forces. In addition to nature, deceased ancestors can become angry, and their wrath may cause suffering 
for individuals, families, clans, villages, and the entire tribe. In their varied pantheon of gods, Donyi-Polo 
(Sun and Moon) is the common God and Goddess who represents the source of life. There are also both 
malevolent and benevolent spirits. The Galo believe that the uyu (spirits) rule their lives. If offended, 
malevolent spirits can prove fatal for a family or the community. The taboo period marks a transitional 
phase. During this time, the bride must follow the instructions given by the shaman.

The taboos apply only to the bride and last for five nights from the day of the Layap Agam ritual. During 
the taboo period, the bride is temporarily not permitted to enter areas where activities such as cleaning 
utensils and washing clothes are performed. She is also not allowed to wash clothes, close the water tap, 
or cover any bottle or utensil. It is believed that closing things symbolizes closing ears, and if these norms 
are not followed, the bride may lose her hearing in later years and face health issues. The shaman explains 
that these practices are connected to surrounding rituals and to appeasing the spirit of Agam. Disobeying 
the taboos of Agam can sometimes be fatal or, in other cases, result in minor consequences, depending 
on the type of taboo.

Food-related taboos are also an important part of post-ritual observance. The chicken sacrificed on 
the Agam altar is to be consumed by the bride, and she may share it only with her mother-in-law, as the 
mother-in-law was once the bride of the house and shares a similar spiritual position with the Agam 
uyu. Therefore, they are permitted to share the sacrificed hen or chicken. The bride is restricted from 
consuming Hɨbə (Zanthoxylum oxyphyllum) and Oyin (Clerodendrum colebrookianum). It is believed 
that consuming these items during the taboo phase displeases the Agam Uyu, which may result in 
undesirable effects on the bride’s appearance, such as dark patches on her face.

Case Study

Person A is a 30-year-old unmarried pregnant woman. The couple married while she was pregnant. 
The Galo marriage ritual of Layap agam was performed to appease the Agam uyu for the welfare of the 
married couple and their family. Months later, during delivery, Person A faced multiple complications. 
They received medical help both prenatally and during delivery. After the baby was born, both the 
child and the mother experienced health issues, including loss of appetite in the mother, lack of milk 
production, and the baby refusing to take any form of food. The deteriorating health of both the 
mother and the newborn raised concern in the family. The family’s initial health-seeking measure was 
professional medical care. When that seemed to fail, the family turned to the indigenous belief system. 
They performed Roksin and discovered that the benevolent Agam Uyu had taken a malevolent turn. 
Since the bride was pregnant during the ritual, the spirit of the Agam had taken a part of the soul of the 
child and the mother. In the Galo language, they narrate: Agam uyu ә yaj-yallom laka ku (The spirit of 
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the Agam has taken their soul). Later, after performing another Agam uyu ritual to appease the spirit 
that had turned malevolent, they offered sacrifices to relieve the mother and child. This case study also 
provides a prominent example of a tribal family who seeks health care services from both professionals 
and traditional healers. It portrays the tribal worldview of Nomuk village as an amalgamated mosaic of 
modernity and indigenous belief systems in terms of health and animistic practices.

Conclusion
Rituals and taboos are not just abstract concepts; they are part of everyday life and shape people’s 

experiences, their bodies, and the world around them. In this context, the specific idea of illness or the 
relationship with the body cannot be understood solely through biological explanations. Sometimes it lies 
within the cognitive framework of a culture, and sometimes it extends beyond that. The multidimensional 
relationship between Layap Agam Uyu, taboos, and the traditional Galo interior, where the presence 
of spirits connects tangible settings with the intangible aspects of culture, is significant. The interplay 
between Layap Agam Uyu, taboos, and the traditional Galo household system reveals experiences that 
are difficult to understand outside their cultural context.
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Picture
Fig 1: Map of Arunachal Pradesh.

Fig. 2 - Image of Agam Altar. Fig. 3 - ɲodә (the ancestral altar of the spirits).

Fig. 4 - Bride and groom during Layap ritual Fig. 5 - Bride sacrificing a Chicken.
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Fig. 7 - Shaman adorning the bride with 
chicken feather.

Fig. 8 - Bride and Groom with Chicken 
feather on their hair.

Fig. 9 - Interior of a Galo House. Fig. 10 - Inner layout of a traditional Galo house

Fig. 11 - Hɨbə (Zanthoxylum oxyphyllum 
Clerodendru)

Fig. 12 - Oyin (Clerodendrum colebrookianum).

Fig. 6 - White feather 
taken from the offered 
Chicken.


