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Abstract: Between the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Indian 
indentured labourers, the Girmitiyas, were transported to British plantations across 
the Caribbean, Fiji, and Mauritius, where regimes of coercive labour, extremist 
violence, and social fragmentation reshaped familial life and reproductive 
experience. This research examines the Indo-Caribbean folklore figure of the 
raakhas, a monstrous newborn described in Mahabir Kumar’s Indian Caribbean 
Folklore Spirits, as a symbolic site where maternal trauma, caste marginality, and 
communal ethics converge. The study traces recurring images of aberrant birth, 
karmic reproach, fractured kinship, and ritualised infanticide. Viewed through the 
lens of feminist psychoanalytic and cultural theory, and drawing on Julia Kristeva’s 
theorisation of abjection, Barbara Creed’s concept of the monstrous-feminine, and 
Giselle Anatol’s work on Caribbean female monstrosity, the raakhas emerges as 
both a mechanism of patriarchal regulation and a displaced articulation of maternal 
anguish. Engagements with various feminist accounts of reproduction and 
caregiving further illuminate how motherhood in the diaspora is imagined as a site 
of ethical rupture, intergenerational transmission, and constrained agency. By 
foregrounding the figure of the chaamine (midwife), the article situates Girmitiya 
folklore within colonial histories of caste, embodied labour, and women’s authority, 
showing how myth mediates historical violence, reproductive politics, and fragile 
conditions of communal survival. 
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The term “Girmitiyas” denotes Indian indentured labourers transported to British colonies, 
including Fiji, Mauritius, the Caribbean, and South Africa, between the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries under the indenture system. Derived from the term “agreement”, which is 
pronounced girmit in migrants’ vernacular, the word denotes not only a contract but also an 
apparatus: documents that bound workers to plantation labour under colonial mandate. Indenture 
emerged in the wake of emancipation as the Empire sought a replacement for enslaved labour 
(Tinker, 1974). The girmits formalised obligations that tethered migrants to gruelling plantation 
work in exchange for a minimal wage, rudimentary shelter, and the possibility of repatriation at 
the end of their contract. In practice, the Girmitiyas encountered exploitation, dispossession, 
coercive controls, and humiliations that hollowed out the very promises the agreements appeared 
to make (Lal, 2019, pp. 24, 37–40). 

What unfolded was more than geographic relocation. Torn from ancestral homes, severed from 
kin networks, and displaced from customary moorings, labourers were thrust into hostile terrains 
where survival demanded improvisation, resilience, and the reconstitution of community. These 
conditions inscribed trauma not only through physical violence and exhaustive labour but also 
through intimate domains: sexuality, reproduction, childbirth, and caregiving. Maternal bodies 
became sites where historical precarity, moral judgement, and communal anxiety converged. Over 
time, these injuries sedimented into shared memory, shaping identities and narratives that travelled 
beyond an individual life course and into the consciousness of descendants. 

The most durable accounts of Girmitiya experience live in oral forms: folk songs, myths, and 
narratives transmitted within domestic and communal spaces. These artefacts do more than 
preserve: they mediate reproductive fears, transmit moral codes, and stage ethical dilemmas 
surrounding kinship, survival, and belonging. Folklore functions here as both an archive and an 
interpretive frame, deploying monstrosity, allegory, and patterned repetition to render intelligible 
experiences that resist direct articulation. Myths of aberrant birth, karmic retribution, and ritualised 
violence recurrently surface as ways of negotiating maternal peril and communal responsibility 
under colonial conditions. To read Girmitiya folklore, therefore, is not to supplement colonial 
historiography but to engage a symbolic grammar through which women’s embodied experiences, 
often silenced in official records, are registered and remembered. Such narratives expose how 
communities have policed motherhood even while depending upon women’s reproductive labour 
for continuity and survival. They also reveal how caste hierarchies, gendered authority, and 
colonial marginalisation intersect within intimate spaces, particularly the birthing room, where 
women negotiate life, death, and moral accountability. 

This study approaches Girmitiya folklore through one such narrative: the legend of the 
raakhas, a monstrous newborn recorded in Mahabir Kumar’s (2022) Indian Caribbean Folklore 
Spirits. By foregrounding this figure, our research asks how folklore mediates maternal trauma, 
regulates reproductive norms, and assigns ethical agency within displaced Indo-Caribbean 
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communities. Examining the raakhas illuminates the psychic afterlives of indenture, clarifying 
how mythic forms enable communities to confront reproductive catastrophe, redistribute 
culpability, and sustain fragile solidarities in the aftermath of historical violence. 

Methodology 

This research employs a qualitative design that combines close textual exegesis with thematic 
coding to examine how the Indo-Caribbean legend of the raakhas, as recorded in Kumar’s (2022) 
Indian Caribbean Folklore Spirits, stages unassimilated trauma while negotiating contested ideals 
of motherhood and femininity. Kumar’s compilation is treated not merely as ethnographic data but 
as a narrative field structured by voice, pacing, and tonal modulation, features that disclose the 
emotional temperature of a community confronting a monstrous newborn. Close reading is thus 
the first analytical movement. Diction and syntactic patterning are examined to encode shock, 
dread, maternal hesitation, and communal insistence. This granular attention is complemented by 
thematic mapping, wherein recurring motifs, threatened kinship, karmic culpability, and 
communal vigilance are clustered to show how the legend keeps the memory of a reproductive 
crisis alive across generations. 

Memory studies clarify the social mechanics of this persistence. Halbwachs (1950/1992) 
argued that memory is “constructed, mediated and shaped in the social world” (p. 3), and in this 
case, the raakhas story operates as a shared framework for recalling a traumatic event in later 
generations. Hirsch’s (2012) notion of postmemory further illuminates how descendants come to 
“remember” traumatic histories through narrative transmission that is affectively saturated (p. 2). 
The raakhas tale’s relentlessly repeated retellings exemplify postmemory in action: they imprint 
on the community’s younger members the emotional reality of an unresolved reproductive 
calamity, ensuring that even those who never witnessed the event inherit its memory and its 
warning. 

Trauma studies provide the conceptual fulcrum for the inquiry. Caruth’s (1996) theory of 
“belated witnessing” clarifies why the raakhas folklore is retold with such insistence: it functions 
as a communal proxy for unspoken reproductive fears, allowing the pain of an earlier crisis to be 
reexperienced and so, paradoxically, contained. In Caruth’s idiom, the raakhas is both the sign and 
the wound, an event that refuses to stay in the past yet can be approached only obliquely, through 
rehearsal rather than direct recollection. 

The trauma in this narrative never floats free of gender; it is lodged in a woman’s body and 
adjudicated by female hands. Here, Herman’s (1992) three-stage model of recovery — safety, 
remembrance and mourning, and reconnection — offers a structural map. The midwife’s lethal 
intervention marks a volatile quest for initial safety; the communal storytelling that follows 
performs the work of remembrance and mourning; and the village’s ritual of reknitting routines 
embodies a fragile reconnection with life after horror (p. 183). 
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To weld trauma and memory studies more tightly to questions of motherhood and femininity, 
two feminist interlocutors anchor the analysis. Söderbäck (2010) framed the maternal body as a 
theatre where patriarchal decree and maternal ambivalence clash, illuminating why the chaamine 
(midwife), not a male elder, has the authority to kill or spare the child. Baraitser’s (2009) account 
complements this by foregrounding the stop–start temporality of caregiving and with her insight 
that maternal time is punctuated by “ethical interruptions”, which allows the raakhas incident to 
be read as an extreme rupture that forces the village to pause, deliberate, and stitch social life back 
together. Baraitser’s notion of interruption, set beside Herman’s (1992) recovery arc, makes visible 
how the community attempts to slide from crisis toward a renewed intimacy. 

With this theoretical scaffolding in place, the analytic procedure unfolds in two braided 
movements. The first is textual, in which close reading captures the microtextures through which 
guilt, terror, or fleeting resilience pulse in Kumar’s (2022) narrative. The second is thematic: 
recurrent images and plot turns, threatened kinship, karmic retribution, and ritual violence are 
clustered into the three motifs of trauma, resilience, and agency that organise the discussion. 
Throughout, culturally specific terms such as “bad karma” are engaged as local grammars of 
suffering rather than dismissed as superstition, preserving the moral logic by which Indo-
Caribbean families render chaos intelligible. Anchoring the analysis primarily in Caruth (1996), 
Herman (1992), Söderbäck (2010), and Baraitser’s (2009) concepts with supplementary insights 
from Halbwachs (1950/1992) and Hirsch (2012), this study demonstrates how a single folklore 
fragment crystallises the uneasy braid of dread, duty, and endurance that shapes Indo-Caribbean 
imaginings of motherhood and feminine power. 

Death in the Cradle: The Raakhas and the Moral Geometry of Indo-Caribbean Birth 
Indo-Caribbean folklore preserves few figures as unsettling as the raakhas, an infant who 

arrives tagged less as a child than a predator. In Kumar’s (2022) transcription, the newborn is 
figured as a hybrid: “black-complexioned, with a high, sloping forehead, animal-proportioned 
limbs, and fang-like teeth” (2022, p. 34). The creature “tries to bolt through the nearest window 
and scramble up the roof”, screaming its parents’ names as though announcing a vendetta (p. 35). 
Such details are not atmospheric garnish but narrative accelerants; they propel the scene toward a 
single moral act by the village chaamine, whose hands, normally conduits of life, must now 
administer death. 

Kumar’s (2022) archive draws on oral testimonies, fixing monstrosity in lived recollection 
rather than abstract dread. For instance, Ms. Samdai of Penal, Trinidad, remembering a night in 
1946, recalled how her chaamine grandmother pressed the girl’s finger into the newborn’s mouth: 
“I felt the teeth…The forehead was big and slanted and gone up” (p. 37). The tactile shock of 
enamel against skin renders the newborn apparently monstrous within Samdai’s recollection. 
However, natal teeth are a documented neonatal condition, with a study estimating that they occur 
in approximately 1 in 289 newborns worldwide (Vitali et al., 2023). The episode therefore reveals 
how an unusual but naturally occurring bodily feature becomes culturally interpreted as evidence 
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of monstrosity. A second testimony by Ms. Kamla of Couva, Trinidad, framed the episode as 
communal theatre. Word of the uncanny birth spread, and neighbours converged beneath the eaves 
where the creature crouched, tail coiled, “opening its mouth and showing its long vampire-like 
teeth” (p. 41). When the police arrived, pistols trembling, two shots followed: “Bang, bang!” The 
raakhas tumbled lifeless to the ground. The mother “was overcome with grief and cried endlessly”, 
and her lament reverberated with an ambiguity the legend never fully resolves (p. 42). Did her 
tears mourn a vanquished demon or her lost child? The story pointedly refuses to clarify, forcing 
the community and the reader to sit with that moral ambivalence. 

Tellingly, agency in the tale rests not with fathers or clergy but with the chaamine. Even where 
formal authorities subsequently enter the narrative, their intervention remains contingent upon the 
failure or circumvention of the chaamine’s ritual action. This midwife, drawn from historically 
marginalised Sudra lineages, is granted ritual authority to extinguish the infant by “strangling it or 
placing a grinding stone on its chest” before it can embark on a wider “killing spree” (Kumar, 
2022, p. 36). In that instant, caregiving turns into a capital crime, and the birthing room becomes 
a tribunal where female hands wield lethal sovereignty. The midwife’s decision, however brutal, 
is interpreted as communal protection, ending one monstrous life to safeguard many others. By 
making the chaamine the arbiter, the tale subverts the usual gender hierarchy even as it enforces a 
harsh code of sacrifice. 

Behind this ritualised violence stands a moral cosmology that redirects blame onto the maternal 
past. Kumar (2022) noted that folklore frames the raakhas as “the consequence of a mother’s bad 
deeds”, a karmic debt made flesh (p. 40). Since the monster is fated to survive only “a few days”, 
any hesitation in execution only prolongs the inevitable tragedy. Within living memory, the same 
rubric justified the burial of stillborn or malformed infants “in the bushes behind the house”, 
sparing families both colonial legal intrusion and social shame (p. 44). In that sense, the raakhas 
serves as cultural shorthand for reproductive catastrophe: an idiom that explains away misfortune 
while shielding kin from accusation. It externalises a mother’s feared culpability, locating the 
“evil” in the uncanny child rather than in any named person, thus defusing potential blame that 
might fracture the community. 

For all the uniqueness of its details, the raakhas legend is not sui generis; it reverberates within 
a network of global folk motifs. Philippine lore, for instance, warns of the tiyanak (Manibo, 2021), 
European folklore contains changeling narratives (Sawyer, 2023), while Hindu epic and Puranic 
traditions feature rakshasas (Dallapiccola, 2002). Each narrative articulates the same primal 
anxiety: that the cradle, symbol of hope and continuity, might harbour an unspeakable threat. The 
Indo-Caribbean iteration, however, distinguishes itself by vesting the power of response in 
women’s hands. The chaamine’s authority, emerging from a role historically associated with 
marginalised Chamar communities, transforms the birthing room into a tribunal where the ethics 
of protection are negotiated in real time. Across these varied cultures, the monstrous newborn is a 
fault line, a point where biology falters and mythology rushes in, but only in the Indo-Caribbean 
telling does a midwife from a historically marginalised caste community stand at that fault line, 
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tasked with defending the social order through intimate violence. By highlighting this, the legend 
simultaneously acknowledges women’s crucial agency and burdens them with the community’s 
most harrowing decisions. Biology may fail, but mythology supplies a furious logic, one that 
paradoxically empowers and scapegoats the very women at the story’s centre. 

In the careful interweaving of physical detail and testimonial memory, Kumar’s (2022) text 
preserves a narrative in which birth itself becomes an ethical crucible. The raakhas folklore 
confronts hearers with the disquieting proposition that a protective womb can disgorge a predator 
and that the first intervention following birth might be an act of sanctioned infanticide. In this way, 
the legend merges dread, duty, and communal survival into a single moment of reckoning, 
reminding us that in Indo-Caribbean cosmology, life often begins under the shadow of ancestral 
judgements, verdicts handed down through cultural memory long before the newborn draws its 
first breath. 

Maternal Trauma and the Haunting of History 
The Indo-Caribbean legend of the raakhas, a newborn demon that erupts from its mother’s 

body and terrorises its kin, is more than a grisly folktale: it is a narrative saturated with trauma, 
both individual and collective. In one of the testimonies from 1950s Trinidad, a woman gives birth 
to a slick, black-skinned creature that shrieks in a male voice and scurries out of sight; the mother 
is struck mute for nearly two years from shock, while the father descends into alcoholism (Bheepat, 
2024). Such extreme reactions align with trauma in its clinical sense; the event is so overwhelming 
that it resists conscious processing, returning instead as unspeakable silence, nightmares, and 
neurotic repetition. As Caruth (1996) described, trauma is an event experienced “too soon, too 
unexpectedly, to be fully known”, and thus not entirely available to conscious recall until it 
imposes itself again in flashbacks and repetitive behaviours (p. 4). Indeed, the raakhas tale itself 
has the looping structure of trauma’s repetition compulsion. It is told and retold in Indo-Caribbean 
communities as a cautionary horror, its monstrous infant haunting the cultural imagination much 
as unassimilated trauma haunts the survivor’s mind. LaCapra (2001) noted that traumatised 
individuals often become “stuck” in a mode of “acting out”, compulsively reliving the past without 
critical distance (p. 2). The folklore of the raakhas can be seen as a collective acting-out of maternal 
trauma — a recurring nightmare shared across generations in different guises. Each retelling is a 
ritual return to the site of a wound that refuses to heal. 

This trauma is not only individual and psychological but also historical. Caribbean cultural 
critics have observed that the region’s ghostly tales often encode the “haunting” violent past of 
slavery, indentureship, and colonialism (Outar, 2023, p. 233). Indo-Caribbean people are 
descendants of Indian indentured labourers brought to plantation colonies in the 19th century, and 
their folk stories carry residues of those harsh experiences. The raakhas legend emerged within 
this diasporic context (National Library and Information System Authority, n.d.), and its imagery 
hints at buried collective traumas. A child born as a monster due to its “mother’s bad karma” 
suggests a transgenerational curse, echoing the karmic weight of violence endured by ancestors. 
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Literary scholars like Outar (2023) have argued that Caribbean writers who depict folkloric 
monsters often engage with intergenerational trauma that “roars back to powerful life in vibrant 
new forms” (p. 234). In Outar’s view, folklore serves as an archive of women’s suffering, 
preserving experiences of gendered violence and loss that official histories erase (p. 240). The 
raakhas, then, becomes a repository of maternal suffering specific to Indo-Caribbean history, from 
the wrenching separations of migration to the high maternal and infant mortality of plantation life. 
By couching these historical injuries in the language of monstrosity and karma, the community 
can remember and communicate painful truths in a mediated way, safe from social stigma and the 
censure of colonial authorities. The legend’s fantastical elements are thus a cover under which 
traumatic memories are kept alive. 

In effect, the raakhas story itself is a medium of cultural memory as much as of fear. In memory 
studies terms, it serves as a site of collective remembering where historical trauma is continuously 
renegotiated and transmitted. Halbwachs (1950/1992) noted that memory is fundamentally a social 
practice, orchestrated by collective frameworks and communal narratives (p. 2). Here, the 
framework is one of karmic morality and communal protection. By attributing an uncanny birth to 
a mother’s misdeeds, the folklore symbolically preserves the memory of ancestral sufferings and 
transgressions within a moral tale. The community’s act of framing a present misfortune as the 
karmic echo of a past event implies that the past itself is still operative, that history will intrude 
into the cradle if its lessons are forgotten. The persistence of the raakhas legend over generations 
suggests an intentional carrying forward of ancestral trauma in the story. Hirsch’s (2012) theory 
of postmemory further illuminates this persistence: the “generation after” those traumatic events 
comes to “remember” them not through direct experience, but via the stories, images, and 
behaviours they encounter while growing up (p. 3). These narratives are transmitted so deeply and 
affectively, Hirsch noted, that they seem to constitute memories in their own right (p. 4). By this 
logic, Indo-Caribbean children who grow up hearing about the raakhas effectively absorb the 
emotional truth of an earlier calamity, perhaps a horrific childbirth, an infanticide born of 
desperation, or the violence of indentureship, without ever needing to know its details. The 
monstrous newborn operates as a spectral placeholder for collective wounds — a symbolic 
memory trace that springs back to life so that the pain of the past can neither be denied nor 
forgotten. In retelling the story of the raakhas, the community performs an act of remembrance 
and mourning on a communal stage, allowing the people to work through their dread by giving it 
narrative form (Herman, 1992, p. 183). 

Notably, the raakhas narrative centres on the mother’s trauma as much as the infant’s 
monstrosity. The mother in the tale is not only physically endangered by her progeny but also 
psychologically shattered by the experience. In the Trinidad account, no amount of prayers or 
rituals was able to restore the woman “to her old self” after the ordeal (Bheepat, 2024). Her trauma 
is unspeakable, embodying what Kristeva (1982) called the “moral anxiety” unleashed by the 
rupture of birth (p. 2). She reminded us that every birth, even under normal circumstances, is a 
violent separation of two beings that leaves profound unconscious traces (p. 2). The birth of the 
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raakhas magnifies this violence to nightmarish proportions, dramatising the shattering of the 
maternal psyche. The newborn’s first act is to verbally attack its parents, in one account hurling 
insults at the father by name (Bheepat, 2024, p. 3) as if articulating the mother’s unspeakable dread. 
The legend thus encodes maternal trauma in two senses: it portrays a mother traumatised by a 
monstrous birth, and it transmits a deeper cultural trauma (of dislocation, loss, or gendered 
violence) through the language of monstrosity. The mother’s personal nightmare and the 
community’s historical nightmare intersect in the figure of the raakhas. 

Maternal Abjection and the Violent Symbolics of Reproductive Deviance 
The raakhas legend is fundamentally grounded in the female body and its cultural construction. 

The figure of a mother whose body produces an abomination exemplifies what Kristeva (1982) 
termed “abjection”, the process by which the one cast out of the symbolic order returns as a horror. 
According to Kristeva’s theory of abjection, the formation of individual identity requires expulsion 
of the maternal body that once enveloped us (p. 5). The substances of childbirth — blood, amniotic 
fluid, and placenta — become abject, provoking both disgust and fascination as they blur the 
boundaries of self and other (p. 5). In the raakhas folklore, childbirth collapses these boundaries 
with catastrophic force. The newborn is not a human infant but a liminal creature, “resembling a 
young rat, monkey, or frog” with a “complexion as dark as night”, a tail, and animalistic claws and 
teeth (Bheepat, 2024, p. 4). This hybrid ruptures the line between human and animal. The raakhas 
is abjection made flesh, a reminder of the prehuman chaos that social order must repudiate. 
Community elders insist it must be destroyed “the moment it is born” by the midwife’s strangling 
hands or crushing stone (Bheepat, 2024, p. 2). The killing mimics a ritual exorcism of the abject, 
reestablishing a boundary that birth had threatened to erase. 

Crucially, abjection in this folklore is gendered. Bheepat’s (2024) account pins monstrosity on 
the mother: “A child is cursed to become a raakhas as a result of its mother’s bad karma” (p. 3). 
This reflects Creed’s (1993) notion of the “monstrous-feminine”, where the feminine body 
becomes a site of monstrosity in patriarchal culture. The infant’s form externalises female 
abjection: the mother’s “impurity” is punished through the monstrous body of the child. As literary 
critic Anatol (2015) observed in her study of Caribbean vampire women, whatever is “repressed 
and denigrated about womanhood” tends to surface in folkloric figures of monstrosity (p. 5). Here, 
it is the mother’s sexuality and spirituality, her karmic “sins”, that are denigrated, and emerge in 
the demon baby as a warning to all women. The subtext is clear: stray from the dictates of chastity 
or piety, and even your womb may turn against you. 

The abjection at play is not only moral but also corporeal. The raakhas’s flight from the womb 
parodies the natural process of birth. Normally, a human baby’s separation from the mother is 
gradual and ceremonious: the cutting of the cord, the first cry, the careful swaddling, and handing 
to the mother. Here, separation is immediate and violent: the abject offspring catapults itself out 
as if the maternal body were a contaminating vessel to escape at all costs. Kristeva (1982) noted 
that the maternal separation is ambivalent: the raakhas feels a mix of dependency and urge to flee, 
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while the mother feels love mingled with revulsion at the loss of a part of herself (p. 4). The 
newborn’s instinct is not to suckle at its mother’s breast but to murder its parents by clawing at 
their throats and feasting on their flesh (Bheepat, 2024, p. 6). This tableau of matricide and 
patricide subverts the usual significance of birth in a nightmarish inversion of the nurturing bonds. 
The monstrous infant enacts what Kristeva theorised as abjection: it pollutes the familial bond, 
symbolically kills the parents, and annihilates the social order. The community’s horror is thus 
both biological (a mother’s body birthing a monstrosity) and social (the dissolution of family roles 
and rules in an instant). 

Yet even as the tale demonises the mother, it betrays a haunted fascination with maternal 
power. After all, the raakhas is fearsome precisely because it originates in the mother’s body; it 
carries the dark mystery of life-giving that has turned to life-destroying. The mother becomes, by 
proxy, a figure of uncanny power: her “cursed womb” has produced a supernatural agent of 
vengeance. One might read this as an unconscious acknowledgement of the mother’s centrality 
and repressed rage. In the folktale, the demon child shrieks the names of its parents as it escapes, 
an omen that it will come back to kill them (Bheepat, 2024, p. 4). The very first word it utters is 
the mother’s name, a sinister parody of a usual infant’s first cry for its mother. This detail suggests 
that the mother–child bond persists even in monstrosity, but in an inverted form. The infant’s first 
cry is not for nurture but for retribution. Folklorist Anatol (2015) argued that Caribbean demon-
mother figures (like the soucouyant, a vampiric old woman) often embody repressed female rage 
at their marginalisation (p. 12). One might extend this insight to the raakhas: the demon child 
channels the mother’s unconscious anger or trauma, turning it against the family and community 
that oppressed her. In this way, the abject monster carries a kernel of subversive potential. The 
culture that silences women’s pain produces, in its folklore, a screaming infant monster that 
demands to be heard. 

Outar’s (2023) analysis of Indo-Caribbean women’s fiction is instructive here. She noted that 
writers reclaiming folkloric “monstrous femininity” show how such figures express “latent fears 
about uncontrollable women” in patriarchal society (p. 240). The tale of the raakhas encodes 
patriarchal fears of female reproductive power gone out of bounds. A woman who gives birth to 
anything other than a healthy, legitimate child is, by definition, out of bounds in a traditional 
milieu. Neighbours in the community presumably gossip: What did the mother do to deserve this 
devil spawn? Perhaps she committed adultery, or failed to observe a prenatal taboo, or belongs to 
a despised social category. The folklore does not specify, but by attributing the demon to her 
karma, it reinforces the idea that women must remain virtuously within prescribed lines or risk 
demonisation. As Outar (2023) observed, such myths were often “imposed upon some of the 
vulnerable members of Caribbean society”, turning those who fell outside patriarchal norms into 
figures of both scorn and fear (p. 246). The mother of a raakhas is simultaneously victimised and 
stigmatised: silenced by trauma yet blamed for the horror. In that cruel paradox, one witnesses 
how female abjection operates as a social control mechanism. The legend serves as a cautionary 
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tale to women, a graphic reinforcement of the boundaries they must not cross, even as it covertly 
acknowledges the pressures and injustices that might drive a woman to transgress in the first place. 

Compulsory Reproduction and Patriarchal Repression 
Underlying the raakhas legend is an unmistakable strain of patriarchal ideology about women’s 

roles. The fact that this is a maternal horror, as opposed to, say, a demon attacking arbitrarily, 
points to cultural anxieties around reproduction and female sexuality. Butler (1994) critiqued the 
“tacit institution of compulsory reproduction” that governs women’s lives under heteronormativity 
(p. 34). She noted that women are socially pressured to bear children as a fulfilment of their gender, 
and those who cannot or choose not to often feel a sense of failure or inadequacy (p. 34). In the 
context of 19th and 20th century Indo-Caribbean communities, such pressure was acute: women’s 
worth was largely defined by marriage and motherhood. The raakhas narrative reinforces this 
norm, implying that a woman’s reproductive capacity, if not morally regulated, might yield 
abominations. 

Sociologist Chodorow (1978) famously argued that motherhood in patriarchy is not just a 
biological fact but a social institution, perpetuated through culture and upbringing (p. 56). 
Daughters learn that being a woman means becoming a mother, thus repeating the cycle that keeps 
women in caregiver roles. The raakhas story operates as a dark cautionary tale within that 
institution, one that dramatises the ultimate maternal failure. Instead of reproducing the family 
lineage and social order, the mother’s act of reproduction spawns chaos and death. The usual 
teleology of motherhood, to bear and rear the next generation, is perverted and halted by the demon 
infant who, notably, “never lives beyond a few days”, thus producing no lasting lineage. This 
abrupt termination of lineage can itself be read as punishment. Anthropologically, the extinction 
or dishonouring of a patrilineage through offspring being construed as “unnatural” may represent 
a threat to both lineage continuity and established classificatory order (Douglas, 1966; Fortes, 
1953). Thus, the folktale encodes the message that a mother’s deviance can destroy her family’s 
future. 

At the same time, the raakhas legend also reveals the psychic toll on women of such oppressive 
norms. The mother in the tale is effectively annihilated as a subject; she loses her speech, sanity, 
and sometimes life after giving birth to the monster (Bheepat, 2024, p. 2). Here, one witnesses 
what Söderbäck (2010) called the conflict between motherhood as “a site of repression or 
liberation”. Some strands of feminist theory focus on motherhood as inherently confining to 
women, reducing them to biological function. Indeed, the conservative representations of 
motherhood in folklore often equate womanhood solely with maternal capacity and punish those 
who fall short. The raakhas myth, in one sense, reinforces repression: it holds up the horrific 
spectre of the “bad mother” as a warning, thereby disciplining women into “good” maternal 
behaviour. This aligns with how changeling legends functioned in Europe. As historian Cara Delay 
(2017) noted, Irish tales of fairy “changelings” kidnapping infants and mothers “reinforced the 
patriarchal nature of community life by subjecting women to clear codes of behaviour, encouraging 
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them to act properly and virtuously to avoid fairy abduction” (p. 16). Folklore across cultures has 
long served this regulatory purpose, policing women’s bodies and choices through supernatural 
threats. The raakhas is arguably the Indo-Caribbean equivalent, a demon enforcing the rules of 
female propriety. It is the culture’s way of saying: transgress at your peril. 

Yet within the very same narrative, paradoxical hints of resistance and reimagining of 
motherhood emerge. Söderbäck (2010) suggested that the maternal experience contains a 
“possibility of temporal change” and new beginnings that can be liberating (p. 3). Motherhood 
introduces a rupture in linear time, as the child creates a “before and after” in the woman’s life, an 
interruption of her prior identity. Baraitser (2009) described maternal encounters in terms of 
“ethics of interruption”: the child’s irreducible otherness disrupts the mother’s continuity of self 
and calls her into a relation of responsibility that may enable a creative reassembly of identity 
(p. 12). In the raakhas narrative, however, this ethical and transformative possibility is violently 
foreclosed: the mother’s life is shattered beyond repair. Yet one might ask what unspoken truths 
enter through that shattering. The demon baby could be interpreted as the return of all that the 
woman had to suppress in order to become a “good wife and mother”: her agony, rage, and desire 
for autonomy. The legend pointedly notes that no ordinary remedy (neither prayers or nor priests) 
can restore the mother (Bheepat, 2024, p. 3), suggesting that something irrevocable has been 
revealed. Her old self, moulded by societal expectations, is gone. This is tragic within the tale, but 
it also symbolically refuses a return to normalcy. In a distorted form, the mother’s subjectivity 
resists being contained once again within a narrow patriarchal frame. The story thus permits a brief 
and horrific glimpse of a truth that cannot be integrated into everyday life: that motherhood under 
such oppressive conditions can be nightmarish. 

Modern feminist interpretations of folklore sometimes invert their meanings. Outar (2023) 
observed that contemporary Indo-Caribbean women writers have begun to reclaim monstrous 
mother figures as agents of justice rather than shame (p. 235). For example, in Vashti Bowlah’s 
short story “The Churile of Sugarcane Valley” an ostracised unmarried woman dies during 
childbirth and returns as the churile (a female ghost) to avenge herself on the man who wronged 
her, and the women in the community secretly approve the comeuppance (Outar, 2023, p. 236). 
This feminist revisioning turns the tables: the “monster” punishes the truly guilty, an exploitative 
man, and by extension, a misogynistic society, rather than the innocent woman. One might imagine 
a similar revisioning for the raakhas: the demon-child is not merely a curse on the mother, but a 
dark weapon born of her trauma that targets the structures that caused her suffering. Indeed, Outar 
argued that the violence of such folkloric figures can become a reparative tool, “a means of clearing 
space and accessing agency by figures who are deemed abject by society” (p. 245). The mother of 
the raakhas is undoubtedly deemed abject; through the demon offspring, her abjection takes 
vengeance on the very familial and social order that condemned her. This reading, speculative and 
subversive, is not evident on the surface of the traditional tale, but it underscores that within 
oppressive narratives lurks an encoded cry for autonomy and justice. The culture’s nightmares 
may, in the hands of later storytellers, be repurposed as dreams of liberation. 
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Furthermore, feminist psychoanalyst Bracha L. Ettinger’s (2006) concept of matrixial 
borderspace offers a nuanced lens to understand what the folklore demon symbolises in terms of 
mother–child relations. Ettinger posited a transsubjective sphere where mother and foetus share 
affect and psychic material, a continuum of selves that is not yet split by the rigid binaries of 
individual identity (p. 3). In this matrixial space, subjectivity is co-created; the boundary between 
“I” and “other” is porous, allowing the transmission of memory and trauma from mother to child 
(p. 3). Applying this to the raakhas folktale, the monstrous baby can be seen as an embodiment of 
the mother’s internal trauma or rage that has bled into the next generation. The legend imagines a 
horrible scenario in which the mother’s unprocessed suffering (her “dark karma”) directly 
engenders a monster, passing her trauma onto her offspring. Ettinger (2006) wrote that in the 
matrixial dynamic, both mother and child are transformed by each other’s psychic matter (p. 4). 
Here, that mutual transformation is imagined as malign: the mother’s pain begets a demon, and 
that demon in turn shatters the mother’s psyche. The usual loving interdependence of mother and 
newborn curdles into a mutually destructive feedback loop. It is as if the matrixial connection itself 
has been poisoned by historical and personal trauma, resulting in a grotesque “metramorphosis” 
(to use Ettinger’s term) where the shared matrix produces not life-affirming creativity but a death-
bearing aberration. The raakhas thus becomes a symbol of broken maternal continuity; the “good” 
continuity of care and lineage is severed, replaced by a continuum of trauma. And yet, even in this 
traumatic entanglement, Ettinger emphasised that the matrixial sphere allows for encounter and 
empathy; the other “feels and assimilates the pain of ‘I’ ” in the shared border space. The raakhas 
might perversely illustrate this: it “assimilates” the mother’s pain in such totality that it becomes 
bent on enacting her (and its own) suffering outwardly — suffering that society failed to 
acknowledge. 

Ultimately, the patriarchal repression in the folklore is double-edged. On one hand, the tale 
openly polices women, warning them that deviance will bring unspeakable horror. On the other 
hand, by focusing on a mother’s abject trauma, it inadvertently spotlights the injustices it seeks to 
silence. The mother’s experience — her horror, muteness, and ostracism — occupy the emotional 
core of the folklore, eliciting a degree of tragic sympathy. This suggests that folk culture, while 
often misogynistic in content, also offers a canvas for women’s lived realities to surface. The 
monster in the cradle points an accusatory claw back at a society that fails to care for its mothers. 

The Chaamine: Ethics of Birth 
One cannot analyse the raakhas folklore without examining the role of the chaamine, or 

midwife, who is central to the tale. According to the traditional telling, as soon as a suspected 
raakhas is born, the chaamine “faces a grim task: to kill the raakhas by strangling it or crushing its 
chest with a grinding stone (sil)” (Bheepat, 2024, p. 2). This duty points to a complex intersection 
of maternal agency, caste dynamics, and colonial history in Indo-Caribbean communities. The 
term “chaamine” in the Indo-Caribbean Bhojpuri dialect derives from the caste designation 
Chamar, which by extension is applied to women from historically marginalised Chamar 
communities who served as midwives and birth attendants. During the years (1838–1917) of the 
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Indian indentureship system, immigrants from diverse castes were brought  together on 
plantations, yet many caste-based occupations and notions persisted informally within the diaspora 
(Moore, 1977). Midwifery was traditionally the task of lower-caste women, partly because 
handling blood and bodily fluids was deemed polluting, and partly because these women possessed 
inherited practical knowledge of birthing practices (Sen, 1997, p. 70). The chaamine in the folklore 
is therefore not merely a helper: she embodies caste marginality and is entrusted with the grotesque 
task of eliminating the demon child precisely because she occupies a liminal social position. In 
plantation villages where medical services were scarce, local midwives delivered babies, blending 
folk knowledge with ritual. They wielded authority within the birthing room even as they remained 
socially devalued outside it. 

The depiction of the midwife in these tales illuminates how maternal agency is simultaneously 
exercised and curtailed. On one hand, the chaamine alone acts decisively. Fathers are paralysed by 
fear and mothers are incapacitated by shock, leaving the midwife to become executioner of the 
abject. Her act enacts a social mandate through a female proxy, sparing men the stain of infanticide 
while placing it on a woman already socially “tainted” by caste and her handling of births and 
deaths. 

However, on the other hand, the midwife’s lethal agency also edges toward empowerment. 
Within the narrative, she functions as a saviour figure, protecting the community from harm, a role 
resonant with global traditions that credit midwives with special powers. For instance, Irish 
folklore describes midwives who knew spells that would transfer labour pains to an indifferent 
husband (Gregory, 1920/1976, p. 161), highlighting both the midwife’s intimate knowledge of 
birth and a subtle rebellion against male insensitivity. Such tales “represent a virtual reclaiming of 
power for women in patriarchal society” by casting midwives as wielders of extraordinary skill 
and even magic (Gregory, 1920/1976, p. 162). In the Indo-Caribbean context, the chaamine 
inhabits the liminal spaces between life and death, between purity and impurity, where 
conventional patriarchal authority and medicine were eschewed. Her decision, while horrific, is 
one only she can make, exemplifying the constrained agency available to women: she cannot 
change the societal conditions or karmic “curse” that bred the monster, but she can intervene in 
the outcome, acting as both protector and executioner. 

Under colonial Christian-influenced law, infanticide was a heinous crime; any actual incident 
would be cloaked in secrecy, and the midwife would be legally culpable. By framing the infant as 
a demon, the folklore sidesteps the moral and legal quagmire: the midwife is not a murderer of an 
infant but a vanquisher of a demon. Nevertheless, one senses discomfort; a midwife who has 
strangled a newborn (demon or not) would likely carry stigma or social shadow. She, too, becomes 
an abject figure, much like the mother. In the anecdotal account, the midwife “was never the same 
after that night” (Bheepat, 2024, p. 3), implying psychological trauma or social alienation. Thus, 
both women, mother and midwife, emerge from the tale damaged and marginalised in the 
patriarchal regime. 
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The colonial context further complicates maternal agency by introducing attitudes from 
Western obstetrics that characterised Indigenous midwives as ignorant, unhygienic, or dangerous 
(Lal, 1994). The colonisers had their deep-seated fears of colonised fecundity, particularly where 
established racial boundaries were seen as threatened by racial mixing (Stoler, 1989). Notably, the 
raakhas’s dark complexion (Bheepat, 2024, p. 3) reflects a racialised notion of evil, echoing Indian 
colourism and colonial racism that equated darkness with primitiveness or devilry (Fanon, 
1952/2008; Kullrich, 2022). The chaamine, often herself dark-skinned and lower caste, kills the 
dark demonic baby, symbolically purging what the society (and the colonial gaze) perceives as its 
own dark shadow. It is a disturbing image of internalised oppression: the marginalised woman 
eliminating the “monster” is perhaps the embodiment of the community’s fears about itself. The 
folklore thus encodes layers of colonial anxiety and self-policing, and a desire to prove that the 
community can regulate its own “degeneracy” without outside intervention, even if it means killing 
it at birth. 

Yet one should also recognise the possibility of solidarity and subversion in the figure of the 
midwife. In women’s oral culture, midwives were frequently repositories of collective wisdom and 
rebellion against male authority. They shared women’s secrets, enabled illicit affairs or abortions 
when required, and protected each other. It is conceivable that the raakhas folklore, while on the 
surface a tool of fear, also provided a coded vocabulary for women to discuss the perils of 
childbirth candidly. The chaamine might warn a pregnant woman, but within that warning is also 
an expression of care, a midwife guiding the mother, not just morally but practically. After all, 
“bad karma” in real terms signifies abuse, malnutrition, and stress, which are all factors that 
threaten pregnancy outcomes. In this light, the folklore can be interpreted as encoding real maternal 
health knowledge in fantastical terms. The midwife’s agency, then, is not only in killing a demon, 
but also in teaching through the tale. She uses the lore to assert her expertise and urge better 
treatment of expectant mothers, lest tragedies occur. This reading aligns with the idea that “folklore 
serves as an archive of women’s experiences” (Outar, 2023, p. 240). Midwives and mothers 
preserved, in encrypted story form, insights about the consequences of social and physical ills that 
could devastate childbirth. The demon baby may be mythic, but the dangers it signifies — 
haemorrhage, infection, postpartum psychosis, and infanticide born of despair — were all too real. 
The chaamine, by telling and retelling the raakhas lore, ensures that the community never becomes 
complacent about those dangers. 

In sum, through the chaamine, the folklore grapples with the reality that maternal and neonatal 
outcomes in the diaspora often lie in the hands of marginalised women working under dire 
conditions. The raakhas tale, in its twisted way, pays homage to their strength and sacrifice even 
as it scapegoats them for society’s nightmares. 
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Conclusion 

Beneath the grisly surface of the raakhas legend lies a densely layered record of maternal 
experience, a palimpsest where trauma, abjection, and repression are held in tense relation. Read 
through trauma studies, the tale crystallises unassimilated griefs: the shock of a birth turned 
catastrophe, and the long afterlife of indenture reframed as karmic fate. Memory studies clarify its 
civic function. Retelling becomes a public witness, a way to keep a history of maternal suffering 
from slipping into silence. A feminist lens exposes the double bind at the story’s core: the female 
body cast as both fear and fascination; the mother both honoured and blamed; the chaamine both 
granted indispensable authority and made to bear the community’s darkest decisions. 

What emerges is not merely a narrative of monstrosity; it is a meditation on mothering under 
extreme vulnerability. The legend encodes the immediacy of physical peril and the broader social 
violences laid upon women; it polices conduct even as it inadvertently gives voice to the anguish 
it seeks to contain. Crucially, the tale also stages repair. Storytelling operates as collective 
remembrance and cautious pedagogy, allowing the community to face maternal danger without 
capitulating to it. Preserved and reimagined through trauma and memory studies, and sharpened 
by feminist critique, the raakhas invites an ethical response in the present: a more capacious care 
for mothers, attention to the structures that imperil them, and a social order less reliant on monsters 
to enforce its norms. 
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