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INTRODUCTION

Gadchiroli 1s a remote distrct in central India, where we run 2 non-gov-
ernmental organization called SEARCH (Society for Bdecation, Action
Research i Community Health). An esrlier study in this region indicated
that gynaecologies] dicesses impose o huge marbidity load on poot women
(Bang, cr.al., 198%). Since then, SEARCH bas ticé o develop s prog-
ramme for repraductive health care. Thrpugh women's group meeeings
and coltural fathas (moving “thestres'), an steempt has been made to ereate
gwareriess and moerest in i5swes like reproducove tract infectsons (R 7T1s) and
other gymaecological diseases, unwanted pregnancics and sbortion. ado.
leseent health, sex education and reduction of childbood mortality. In 58
villagen, SEARCH has trained community-based health worken like
nurees and TBAs (Traditional Birch Artendanis) to educaze about, diag-
nose, and trear BT s

in the study of gynaccological morbidity, we found that 2% of village
womel had at least one gynsceological disease, halfl of which were RTIs.
Haowever, only 7.8% of the waren lad ever sought and received medical
care for these problems. From our informal migractions with local womien,
it Became clear that their syarein of beliefs sud practices in telation 1o RTls
only marginally overlaps with th= modern blomedizal systean. Thus, we
became interested in understanding their viewpeim to improve service
delivery snd utilizstion ameng runl women.
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When 30 men and 32 women were asked to freely list all women's health
problems they could think of, 95% mentioned white discharge 23 the most
important and common problem. One woman s2id, “like every tree has
flowers, every woman has white discharge.” In kecping with this percep-
tion, the gynaec study had found that 75% of the women examined had
white discharge associated with biomedically recognized infections (Table
1). Thus, this study focuses on white discharge, which is both an important
concern for local women and 2 major indicator of RTls.

Table 1, Diagnosis of Women with White Discharge (n = 414)

Dingnosin " Pereentape
Dacrerial Vaginitia pill 651.23
Cervicitis 155 37 4e
Candids Vaginitis 145 34
Pelvic Inflammatcey Disesse m nn
Cervical Erosion L u0
Trichomonas Vaginit s n 17.15
Endocer vecitia L3 177
- Vagmitis of snknown origin D 5.5
Sendls Vaginicis 1 €10

METHODS

The study was conducted in two phases.

1. In 1986-82, as part of the original gynaec study, one of the authors, 3
female gynaccologist, and a trained social worker, vsed a structured
questionnaire 1o record perceptions of 654 rural women on white dis-
charge.

2. In 1989-90, the same gynaccologist and trained social worker collected
perceptions of women and men in the village 2nd SEARCH clinic on

© white discharge using the following ethnographic methods:

a) Four focus group discussions (15 in cach group) were conducted
during women's mectings.

b) One focus group discussion was conducted with 20 TBAs.

¢) Individual depth interviews (n = 22 informants, mainly TBAs).
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d) In-depth mterviews of couples, where the wife had white discharge
(n = 20 couples).
¢) Open-ended structured interviews (n= 65 women).
While most interviewees were Hindus and tnibals, some Mushms (o= 10}
were included to understand the role of religion in beliefs and prescribed
behaviour during white discharge.

RESULTS

Local Terminology for White Discharge

Interviews and Focus Group discussions revealed twelve different terms
for 'white discharge’ used in the area: pandbara pani, padar jave, kapada jone,
dag lagave, pradar or pardar, angawar jene, dhai jave, dhain, khalai or kiarei,
dhupani, pair, parma, The variety of terms indicates the perceived impor-
tance of this problem.

Women classified discharge into five main types, cach with distinet
characteristics and diffecent significance. These are ranked in order of sen-
ousness. This intricate classification indicates significant Jocal observation
and thinking an white discharge. Women base their classification of white
discharge on the following factors:

3) The colour, consistency and the smell of the discharge,

b) Gender of the person with white discharge,

¢) Presence or absence in urine,

d) Perceived cause of white discharge, and

) Severity of white discharge,

White discharge is whitish, yellawish and in sdvanced stages, reddish in
colour. In somc, it looks like "ash water.” Profuse white discharge is some-
times called “white menstruation.’ Some have it in spurts, 3-4 times daily.
Thin or thick and sticky, it's smell can sometimes be very foul,

The 5 mair types of white discharge are:

1. Khalai {or kltarai): which is the mildest and most common varicty, man-
ifested as a thin white discharge with minimal smell and staining of
underclothes. The women believe that it generally occurs due to weak-
ness.

2. Pandhara pani (" white discharge™): which is whitish in colour but more
in amount. It too wets underclothmg and the white stains that it leaves,
remain even after washing. So underclothes become starched and sinell
bad.

Pandhara Pani: maybe thin, like nce water (hence also called dhupani or
dlmwani meaning “rice-water™). When the underclothes are washed, the
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wash water comes out like white “rice-warer.” Otherwise, it maybe
thick like curds or sticky white, like nasal discharge.

. Dhattu (01 dhat): is the white discharge passed with urine in men. Some

aid that dha is also seen in women's urine.

. Poo parma (or wasi parma or dhatu parma): is a more severe vaniety, where

the cischarge is yellowish, smells foul like pus and stains underclothing
Sores at the vulval region accompanied by buming and itching and,
burning sensation while urinating often characterize this condition

. Pair (or pair parma or raget parma’): is the most severe variety, with a

reddish discharge and foul smell, Women feel thay now death is almost
certain as all the blocd in the body is being drained off.

Informants feel that discharge progresses from the Jeast severe kharai

(thin white) to perdhara pani (thick white) to dhat (yellowish like inside of
cgg) 1o poo parma/wasi parma/dhat payme (yellowish, foul smelling like pus)
to pair or ragal parma (reddish, foul smelling).

Recognition of White Discharge

.V
6.
7.

8

Women reported several different ways of recognizing white discharge:

. The padar ("underclothes”) get wet, stained or starched (i.c. become

stiff after drying).

. Passing white sticky discharge while urinating or defzcating.
. A smell on the underclothes and the body.
. Smell while washing sari and underclothes and, white coloured fluid

(like rice water) comes out while washing.

Few women said “one feels as if bubbles are coming out.”

While urinating, the place becomes white,

One TBA confided that she watches the hanging linen of women as she
roams the village and, from the stains, knows whe in the village has
white discharge.

White discharge is also disgnosed if 2 woman is fecling weak for any

reason. Women strongly belicve that with white discharge, the gencral
health deteriorates graduslly,

Perceived Causes of White Discharge

White discharge is perceived to have many possible causes.

Excess Heat: All the women interviewed said that excessive “heat™
bursting cut from inside the body was the commonest cause of white
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discharge. Excessive "heat” may be caused by inherent body constitu-
tion, “some women have lot of ‘heat” in the stomach and it is thrown
away in the form of white discharge;” or “some men and even some
women have more ‘heat’ in the body and this “heat” is transmitted to
cach other through sexual intercourse.”

Increased sexual desire leads to increased heat in the body. If the
husband has extra-marital relationship(s), he catches *heat’ and transmits
it to his wife. Women cften mterpret white discharge in their husbands
as the result of sleeping with another woman or a visit 1o 3 blut-khana
(“haunted house') which means the “red light area.” Alcohol is supposed
to be very ‘hot" and an alcoholic is supposed to be sexually very permis-
sive. Therefore, white discharge may enter in the body through inter-
course with an alcoholic or promiscuous hushand.

Similarly, the woman may get it through an extramarital or pre-
marital relationship. Generally the presence of white discharge is inter-
preted to mean more than one sexual relationship,

Consumption of ‘hot’ foods can also cause or aggravate ‘heat’ in the
body and lead to white discharge.

. Witderafi: Fhe second most commonly mentioned cause of white dis-

charge was witcheraft, particularly in the presence of profound
weakness or rapid loss of weight, Swapre Vikar (“dreams of sexual
intercourse™), or chronic white discharge does not respond to treatment.

. Ang Rog (" Body Discases”): Bodily predisposition may contribute to

white discharge. Nearly 25% of the women with white discharge
reported Ang Rog as the cause,

. Weakness: Weakness maybe both the cause and the effect of white dis-

charge.

. Contraceptive Methods: About 25% of the women (especially prior users)

mentioned contraceptive methods such as oral pills, copper T,
tubectomy and vasectomy as a potential cause of white discharge. When
probed, the women said that tubectomy leads to weakness, Cu-T leads
to excessive bleeding and weakness, oral pills lead to nausea and
reduction in food intake resulting in weakness, and the “weakness™ in
turn leads to white discharge.

Some women also believed that vasectomy leads to their husbands’
“weakness," which is then transmitted to the wife during intercourse,
leading to white discharge.

Following Child-birth end Abortion: Some women said that white dis-
charge often starts after childbirth and abortion. This is due to loss of
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blood from the body, leading to "weakness,' “because of loss of blood
from the body during childbirth or abortion, the remaining blood in the
woman's body becomes pueca [thick or ripe] and it leaks out in the form
of white discharge.™

7. Related to the Uterus: Three women mentioned that white discharge is
duc to some discase of the pishawi (“uterus™). Sores that develop in the
uterus burst open and the pus drains out in the form of white discharge.
Others believed that white discharge sprung from somewhere in the
pelvis independent of the uterus. One TBA even said that, there is 2
separate sac |bladder) for white discharge.

8. Consumption of Processed Foods: Five TBAs said that cating milled wheat
flour, milled chilli powder and polished rice leads to white discharge and
arthritis. They felt that the prevalence of white discharge was quite low
previously (*'our days™') because these food types were unavailable.

9. Tension (sexual excitation): One Muslim woman said that white dis-
charge can be caused by sexual tension. She meant sexual excitation as
she later on explained tension by giving an example, “'If | have gone out
of station for a long time; when 1 sce my husband again, that tension
leads to white discharge.”

10. Two women mentioned that “'sometimes no cause can be detected.”

Perceived Effects of White Discharge

In the original gynaccological study, 90.4% of the 645 women surveyed
affirmed that white discharge was a discase and felt that it was serious.
They believed that all types of white discharge are a symptom of disease but
differ in severity. Signs of seriousness include yellow and red discharge,
profusion, foul-smell and it's presence in urine. They regard white dis-
charge as a chronic disease which drains the body off energy and blood,
leading to severe weakness and ultimately death.

Weakness: In the survey, 95% of the women who report “weakness™
(kamfoori, ashaktpana) also report “white discharge" when prompted The
perceived relationship between discharge and weakness is so close that they
are used interchangeably,

Many women believe that white discharge drains off body encrgy and
leads to "weakness". This belief is part of the Ayurvedic medical system
which states that semen is concentrated encrgy and its loss in man leads to
incapacitating weakness. Hindus, who believe that “one drop of semen is
... equivalent to one cuplul of blood," value brahmacharya or male celibacy
35 a supreme quality, which gives physical, mental and spiritual power and
vigour to men,
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White discharge from the female’s body is supposed to have similar con-
sequences, According to the Muslim religion. when 3 woman has white
discharge, she is supposed 1o be ‘impure’ (kupe) a menstruating woman and
15 not supposed to pray, read the Koran ... Mot even touch the Koran and
not even light the agarbarti (incense stick).

However, the women stated regeetfully that in reality many women do
not follow these religions guidelines.

Responses to probing into the symptoms of the term ‘weakness' included
feeling a Jooseness in all parts of the body, feeling of looseness in the vagina
freducing sexual satisfaction), loss of energy, giddiness, dizziness, tingling
numbness in the legs, hands and head, anxicty and mental tension, lethargy
(wanting to lic down all the time), aches and pains in the body {due to dis-
solving bones), pain in the call muscles, backache, loss of appetite and indi-
gestion, no desire 1o speak, no desire to do anything (leading to loss of pro-
ductivity), gloomy mood, and weakness of eyes and diminished vision.

From the above description, “weakness™ appears to be a general illness
term which includes physical, mental and sexval elements. Thus, it carries
wider meaning than is generally grasped by most allopathic health profes~
sionals,

The other reason for 2 woman expressing the symptom of white dis-
charge as “weakness™ is the associated sense of guilt and shame. She, her
husband and sacicty believe that she must have had an extra or pre-marita)
relationship. The husband scolds her, “Bhosadichi konasobat wijali asen,
mhausnt asa jhela, (you woman with large vagina! You must have slept with
someone else, that's why, you have got white discharge)!" 1f the husband
develops this complaint before the wife, he is supposed to have given it to
his wife. Bur this again shames the woman because it signifiss her hus-
band's dissatisfaction with her which makes him wander out. Thus, white
discharge is vsually associated with guilt for the women,

Other Effeas: Other perceived effects of white discharge include

1. Visual problems: e.g. burning in cyes, weakness of eyes and
diminished vision.

2. Gastric problems: e.g. loss of appetite, indigestion, nausea, vomiting,
burning in the abdomen, pain in lower abdomen.

3. Urinary problems: ¢.g. buming in urine

4. Aches and pains in the body: e.g. bodyache, backache (both upper and
lower), pain in the legs and thighs, joint pains, cannot walk swifily
(“Dan dan chalata yet nahin*?),
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5. Sexual problems: e.g. loss of libido, loss of sexual attraction, severe
weakness after intercourse, dyspareunia i.c. pam in the abdomen, back
and vagina duting intercourse, and marital disharmony, if the husband
does not have the problem.

6. Neurological problems: e.g. tingling numbness in the bedy, extreme
weakness of muscles, dizziness and giddiness,

7. Genital problems: c.g. itching at vulval region, sores at vulval region,
discom{fort due to fecling of wetness and itching in the vagina. Some
wornen nezd to take pads.

" 8. Pandu rog ("anaemia™): swelling over body, feeling of heaviness in the
body, feverish feeling, paleness of face (Cheharpawar tej rahat nehin).

9. Anxiety and Stress: e.g.. sleeplessness and swapns-vikar (dreams of
sexual intercourse); listlessness and inability to concentrate on any-
lh}n; i.c. houschold work, farm work, sexual relationship, children
and husband; total disinterest in everything; no desire to talk or com-
municate with anybody.

10. Clothing: Some women's saries get 50 soiled that they have to burn
them because the stains and the smell don’t come out without using
expensive detergent powder.

I1. Fecling of shame and guilt: especially if white discharge stains can be
seen by other women duc to its association with pre or extra-marital
relationships.

12. Shrinking of whole body: gradually leading to death.

Long Term Effects

Twenty five percent of the women interviewed said that white discharge
leads to sterility because loss of all body water leads to a “lame foctus”
(garbha pangu hote), Fifty percent of the women said that it leads to cancer.
All agreed that it ultimately leads to some incurable disease and, if not
treated early, can be fatal. For instance, pair (“reddish white discharge™)
means certain death,

From these descriptions, it is abvious that women not only think white
discharge affects the quality of their lives, bur also that it is a life-
threatening disease. All women repeatedly said that the presence of white
discharge leads to extreme anxiety, mental stress and strain,

One woman noted,
I may die soon becavse this disease is such that if it is a simple ang rog,
that is due to inherent body constitution, then it gets cured soon, But
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i it 1s due 1o witcheraft or black-magic, then it does not respond to
any treatment from any source, including the doctor.

Another said,

This discase drains off all the energy. water and blood from the body
and leads to extreme "weakness' (kamjoori) so there is decreased pro-
ductivity both at home and outside. Because of this, the husband and
in-laws scold me. | feel helpless!

One cannot talk about white discharge openly and relieve the tension
because of the associated sense of guilt and shame and the fear of disgrace.
One female informant reported, "It leads to marital disharmony and quar-
rels. The husband all the time doubts my loyalty to him and scolds me."

Twenty five percent of the women said that white discharge may lead 10
sterility. Others noted that fertility is related to menstruation and not to
white discharge. But if the man has “white discharge’ (parma), then his
penis may degenerate or he may become impotent and that leads to
sterility.

White Discharge: Effects on Males

Most female respondents described some effect of women's white dis-
charge on males. Twenty five percent of the women said that this is not true
for mild discharge, but pair or parnia in a woman definitely affects the male
partoer. One woman asserted, "Yes! the husband is definitely affected.
This is mud. If we sow 2 seed in the mud, will it not get at least some heat
from the mud?™

One woman, who herself had chronic discharge said, *“Yes! it affects man
(husband). It should affect. In our case, it did riot happen because we have
been very careful about sexual hygiene. We clean the private parts before
intercourse.”

All agreed that the husband or male partner may get sores on his penis,
burning in urine and yellowish urethral discharge (pus).

All respondents said that if 3 man (husband) has discharge then it affects
the woman (e.g. his wife).

In a group discussion, one woman repeatedly said that if 3 woman has
white discharge, the man also can get it, but generally it does not affect
him. He remains perfectly well. The woman only is disgraced.

When probed as to why she felt so, she s3id, “Men can easily go out and
seck treatment as they have money and decision-making powers and also
don't feel scared or ashamed of the disgrace. An extramarital affair is consi-
dered a ‘manly quality.’ It is a different world for men and women."
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The vast majority of the women =aid that intereourse should be avouded if
cither the woman or man has white discharge. Some of these women said
that intercourse should be avoided when the discharge is profuse or of long
duration. A minority said that they did not know whether ar pot tn avoid
i

All the women generally agreed that men don't care to abstain. “If a man
has white discharge, sometimes intercourse is avoided, but not if a woman
has discharge.” Some women reported pleading with their husband not to
have sex either because they did not desire it or, they believed that the hus-
bands will contract the disease and will become wesk by having sex with
them. One woman reparted that when she said this, her husband usually
became furious, “Tuls kaun keli? Nusta zopun rahanyasathi aan khanya sathi?
(Did 1 marry you only to feed you and just let you sleep)?™ The women
agreed with the statement by another woman, *'A man cleans his genitals if
it is soiled by white discharge, but men don't want to spare a single night;
very arrogant they are!”

One TBA and her daugheer-in-law complained that the lacter had white
dischasge, loss of libido and dysparcunia, but her husband woxld not abs-
tain, So the mother (TBA) requested the son to avoid sex, but the son flaly
refused and retorted to his widowed mother, “Didn’t you have sex with
my father? Now since you don't get it, you want to deprive me alsol”

One educated Muslim woman said, according to Islam, a woman must
be pak (“clean™) before having sexual intercourse with her husband. So
they tike a bath before intercourse, which alse reduces white discharge,

White Discharge in Males

White discharge in males is known 35 dham fene, dhare parma, or geramichi
kimari depending on the type of discharge. When we conducted focussed
group discussions of men and free listed their illnesses, ‘discharge” emerged
as the most serious and important disease among men.

Generally, dhatu denotes discharge in urine. The dhatv is observed to
collect 2t the bottom of a container when the urine settles. This is consi-
dezed to be quite serious. If pus is discharged from the fings (" penis™), then
it is called dhatu parma or parma. If there is burning in urine, then itis called
parmichi bimari. When pus discharge and burning in urine coexist, then it is
called gurami parma, If the discharge is blood-stained, then it is called pair
parma. If there is night-emission then, it is called swapna dhatu (“dream dis-
charge™),

The perceived causes of discharge in males resemble those in women,
including “heat” (garmi or ushneta), excessive indulgence in sex, premarial-





















