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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. BACKGROUND 

           Food has a cultural value that needs to be considered, that is food as 

physiological need that supports growth and development, food as the identity of the 

group which is the main needs of certain people, and food has sacred value, food as 

ethnic superiority, and food as medical needs that can be a source of health therapy 

(Sudarma, 2012). In certain cultural groups, there is a myth that contains abstinence 

or prohibition for pregnant women to consume some food that should be consumed 

by pregnant women. If the mother is malnutrition during pregnancy will cause some 

problems. Less nutrition in pregnant women can lead to the risk of death. (Novitasari, 

2016). 

Javanese people still hold on to the traditions and culture that are inherited 

from their ancestors. Even though the Javanese has already embraced mainstream 

religions such as Islam, Christian, or others, they maintain elements of kejawen in 

their lives. For example, they put kejawen elements such as yellow rice in Javanese 

traditional wedding ceremony which represents the hope of prosperity. People‟s 

beliefs on whether certain food is allowed or taboo for pregnant women are also the 

proofs of the tradition and cultural domination. In general, it can be said that Javanese 

traditions and cultures dominate Javanese people‟s way of life. 
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In the researcher‟s personal experience, food taboo is a belief that the 

researcher learned mainly from his grandmother. Particularly on food taboo for 

pregnant women, the researcher learned from his mother who happens to works as a 

nutritionist in Health Department, Nutrition Section, and Semarang Regency. Food 

taboos that the researcher remembers are quite plenty. The first one that the 

researcher remembers is not to consume laron, winged termites. In the past, Javanese 

people often caught winged termites using with a bucket of water and a lantern. They 

were usually fried or steamed, and consumed as a side dish. Generally known that 

pregnant women are prohibited from consuming this side dish because winged 

termites are believed to cause itches. The second food taboo is catfish. The researcher 

learned that pregnant women should not consume catfish because it is believed that 

consuming it will enlarge the head of the baby very fast, resembling a catfish head. 

As a result, the birth process will be difficult and painful. On consuming catfish, the 

researcher learned later on that from the medical point of view, catfish is actually a 

good source of protein for pregnant women as it provides nutrition for the health and 

growth of the fetus. The third food taboo that should not be done is consuming 

banana dempet (Siamese banana) and other Siamese fruits. The researcher learned 

that pregnant women in Java should not consume Siamese banana if they do not want 

to have conjoined twins. The next food taboo, the fourth one, is shrimp and crabs. 

Pregnant women in Java should not eat shrimp and crabs or their babies will be born 

disabled or retarded. On this food taboo, the researcher, later, found out that it has 

scientific ground in that shrimps and crabs may contain heavy metal such as mercury, 
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which is quite risky for pregnancy. The last food taboo for pregnant women that the 

researcher knows is that they should not eat durian and kweni, a kind of mango which 

is sour and fragrant. It is assumed that the fruits cause miscarriage. 

Food taboos become a big concern because maternal mortality rate is haunting 

pregnant women in Indonesia. The food taboos may prevent pregnant women getting 

enough nutrient intakes to keep their pregnancy healthy. For example, the case of 

catfish above that is considered taboo to consume by pregnant women although it 

actually has high nutrition.  Particularly in Central Java, maternal mortality rate 

111.16/ 100.000 live births in 2015, decreased when compared in 2014 where 126.5/ 

100.000 live births. A government report from Central Java Health Office in 2015 

mentioned that the factors which caused maternal death were bleeding (22.93%), 

hypertension (28.10%), infection (3.66%), circulatory system disorders (4.93%), and 

others (42, 33%) (Rahmawati, 2017). 

What is interesting to note is that the report also explains the fact that 

maternal mortality rate is still high because of food deficiency so that the body is 

deprived of necessary nutrients to keep the pregnancy healthy. A study from regional 

research on health (Riskesdas) in 2013 shows that 24 .2% pregnant women aged 15-

49 risked from chronic food shortages, a situation which leads to health problems 

risks including anemia, bleeding, weight loss, and infectious diseases. Bad nutrition 

intake, especially during pregnancy can cause fatigue, weakness, low immunity, other 

health problems, miscarriages, or birth defects, as well as infants and pregnant 

women mortality during or after birth  (klein & all, 2009). 
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The above mentioned health problems caused by food shortages show that 

food is an essential basic need for human  to preserve life. Food is a source 

of nutrients (carbohydrates, fats, proteins, vitamins, minerals and water) to keep 

human healthy throughout the life cycle (baliwati, 2004) . Pregnant women's 

nutritional needs can be completed if they eat not only one food but various foods. 

Lack of nutrients in foods will be complemented by nutrients from other foods. Food 

consumed provides great benefits to the health of pregnant women when the quality 

of the food is better (RI, 2000). Interestingly, food is not only associated with health 

and the effort to keep on living, to survive, but also has social, culture, and religious 

functions. Social groups in the society develop pattern in getting, using, and rating 

food to show their cultural identity, religion and magical functions, way of 

communication, economic status, and strength and power  (chairunita & all, 2006). 

Feeding practices differ from culture to culture and from society to society. 

Consumption patterns are part of the culture of any given society and are related to 

traditions beliefs and taboos. Any traditional or modern culture, each has a practice of 

feeding is beneficial as well as harmful. In most cases women and children are highly 

affected by food habits and dietary discrimination. (Zepro, 2015). Nutritional intake 

of pregnant women is affected by cultural factors because food and eating habits 

cannot be separated from one‟s culture. Some pregnant women believed that women 

should not eat certain food as it is considered taboo culturally (Kristiyanasari, 2010). 

As a result, the pregnant women are prevented from getting nutrients required for her 

pregnancy. 
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The word „taboo‟ in general terms is a belief that forbids association of a 

group people with other people, places or practices. Food taboo, which is a type of 

taboo, represents unwritten social rules mainly based on religious and/or historical 

reasons that regulate food consumption in a community (Ekwochi, Osuorah, Ndu, 

Ifediora, Asinobi, & Eke, 2016). Food taboo attracts the attention of the researcher 

since food is something close to the day to day life of a human being including the 

researcher. The researcher‟s prior knowledge on culturally-related food taboos that 

may risk pregnant women‟s health adds the researcher‟s determination to find out 

which food is considered taboo to consume by pregnant women and to get 

information on the reasons for believing those taboos.  

The sample for this study is pregnant women living in the area of Kaliwungu 

district, a district in Semarang Regency. The district was chosen because it ranked 

high in the case of chronic malnutrition among pregnant women (Kesehatan, 2017). 

Other than that, the researcher‟s mother, who is a nutritionist working for Semarang 

Regency government, provides access to the informants since she is acquainted with   

people who have information on food taboos for pregnant women. The informants are 

religious leaders, village elders, and other women, pregnant or not pregnant.  

1.2. FIELD OF THE STUDY 

 The field of the study is Customary Folklore. 
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1.3. SCOPE OF STUDY 

The scope of this study is cultural food taboos that are particularly believed by 

pregnant women. The study is limited to food taboos believed by pregnant women 

living in the area of Semarang District of Kaliwungu in 2018. Issues that will be 

examined are the types of food which are considered taboo for pregnant women and 

the reasons behind the beliefs. 

1.4. PROBLEM FORMULATION 

 Based on the background above, the researcher formulates the problems he 

wants to answer into two: 

1. What are the food taboos believed by the pregnant women in Kaliwungu 

Sub District of Semarang?  

2. Why the food is considered taboo for the pregnant women in Kaliwungu 

Sub District of Semarang? 

1.5. OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY 

1. To find out food taboos believed by the pregnant women in Kaliwungu Sub 

District of Semarang.  

2. To find out the reasons why the food is considered taboo for pregnant 

women in Kaliwungu Sub District of Semarang. 
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1.6. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

  The results of this study are expected to provide information on food taboos 

particularly those which are believed to be taboo for pregnant women. The results 

will help the readers to understand the cultural reasons behind the beliefs. In the long 

terms, the understanding about the beliefs is expected to prevent malnutrition in 

pregnant women. The findings hopefully can contribute to the improvement of 

customary folklore related to health customs in Indonesia society.  

1.7.  DEFINITION OF TERMS 

A. Taboo 

  In short, the concepts of taboo include things that are avoided as a normal 

course of action. Taboo words exist in every language. This kind of word is generally 

related to sex, genital organ, excretion, Holy Spirit, and death  (Wardaugh, 2006). 

According to Wardaugh (2006), taboo is one way in which a society expresses its 

disapproval of certain kinds of behavior believed to be harmful to its members, either 

for supernatural reasons or because such behavior is held to violate a moral code. 

Taboo is idea which is generally forbidden or discourage. Taboo words can be 

extremely negative aspects of a social group.  

B. Folk beliefs 

These beliefs are the products of social interactions and faith which are 

entrenched in the minds of the community. Many of these food practices arise from 

the ignorance of the nutritive value of food. Most often certain cultural beliefs and 
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practices concerning food items are due to ignorance. For example, among the tribal 

populations of north coastal Andhra Pradesh, certain food items are preferred for 

consumption. However the same food items are tabooed and avoided during 

pregnancy as well as after the delivery as dictates by their customs and beliefs 

(Catherin, et al., 2015). 

  


