
Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology vol. 19. n. 1 (2023) 327-337 – ISSN 1973 – 2880

Antrocom Journal of Anthropology
journal homepage: http://www.antrocom.net

keywords abstract

ANTROCOM

Please cite this article as: Das K. - Existence of Supernatural Beings in Rituals: an Ethnographic Study of the Koch Birth Ritual of Assam 
- Antrocom J. of Anthropology 19-1 (2023) pp. 327-337.

Research Assistant, Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts. North East Regional Centre, Guwahati, email: <koushikray87@gmail.com>.

Kaushik Das

Introduction 
Koch society, which depends on agriculture, maintains communal cohesion through a range 

of traditional ceremonies and rites. Individual family observances are combined with communal 
observances in order to bind and socialise the group members. Various social rites and ceremonies, 
including life cycle rituals, are the most essential component of their socio-religious and cultural lives 
since they contain a large number of conventions and practises. These rites of passage, as defined by 
Arnold van Gennep (1967), are customary traditions that mark the transition period from one social 
position to another and carry major changes in that member’s social status. The majority of the times, 
these customs are accompanied by numerous beliefs and practises, as well as ceremonial acts. Ritual 
is a set of predetermined symbolic behaviours done in a specific area and time that might be religious 
or secular, depending on one’s religious or secular beliefs. However, in terms of Koch folklife, the 
division between these two worlds is difficult to pinpoint. Similarly, one cannot dismiss the importance 
of strong religious beliefs and behaviours. Rituals usually involve ‘a physical action (giving the food), 
a shared belief (the premonitory dream), and a material object (the penny loaf). Customs that have 
acquired considerable magical and sacred potency are known as rituals.’  Dorson (1972:3). Although 
the nature of these rituals and ceremonies varies by place to place and the names of the rituals are 
sometimes changed, the foundation of their belief system remains the same. Koch rituals combine 
sacred and secular aspects to create a harmonious whole. ‘Sacredness as an attribute is not absolute; it is 
brought into play by the nature of particular situations’ (Gennep 1909:12). 

Sacred realities are defined as those that are set apart and revered. It is because they are believed 
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to be extraordinarily powerful and ultimately real…….Many seemingly secular rites may exhibit 
religious aspects precisely because they serve as means of re-enacting the relation between persons and 
some public purposes or personal identities which are held to be sacred (Frederick 1980: 22). 

Life cycle rituals are both religious and secular parts of social life that contribute to the formation 
of a community’s identity. Koch strong social organisation aids in the maintenance of these ceremonial 
activities and carries their legacy of collective and personal identity in order to distinguish themselves 
from others.

Research Methodology 
The major goal of this article is to comprehend the significance of Koch birth rite in family and 

social life, as well as to analyse how this ritual situates their religious identity. This will delve deeper 
into the supernatural beings’ involvement, as it relates to their religious beliefs. The purpose of this 
article is to provide a descriptive analysis that is based on both primary and secondary sources. Both 
primary and secondary sources were used to create this article. In this paper, the researcher reflects on 
his ethnographic research in Koch-dominated areas of Assam’s Bongaigaon, Chirang, and Kokrajhar 
districts. The researcher’s field visit experience is summarised in this article. The information was 
gathered in the field using participant observation, observation, semi-structured interview, and group 
discussion methods. 

Observational approach is utilised to comprehend their taboos, customs, offerings, and associated 
religious beliefs. For a deeper knowledge of the many religious and cultural characteristics of the 
community and how these form a crucial marker of the process of their identity construction, the 
researcher also used participant observation method while conducting fieldwork. To further understand 
the symbols, metaphors, meanings, etc. and to comprehend community perspectives, views, opinions, 
and attitudes on this problem, group discussions and individual open-ended interviews were done 
despite of the gender, age and class. Housewives, priests-priestess, farmers, teachers etc. were chosen as 
key informants in this regard.

Ritual Description of  Koch Birth Rite
During pregnancy and after childbirth, a Koch woman should be required to obey a number of 

rigorous societal conventions. The community thinks that adhering to social conventions in the correct 
and proper manner will result in a smooth and safe birth. Furthermore, according to their belief, these 
social practises will have an impact on the child’s future. The couple strives to follow the customs as 
closely as possible in order to avoid any issues during the delivery of their child. As a result, the entire 
birth procedure has been divided and discussed in three sections. Stage 1: Pre-Delivery, Stage 2: Delivery, 
and Stage 3: Post-Delivery are the three stages. The first stage begins when the lady finds that she is 
pregnant and ends when she experiences labour pains. Second stage begins once the labour pain starts 
and ends with the birth of the child. Finally, the third stage begins shortly after the birth of the kid and 
ends when the mother and child are fully integrated into the family and society.

Stage 1: Pre-Delivery Rituals

Pregnancy is seen as a defining stage in any couple’s journey to a good marriage. Despite the reality 
that sexual union between two opposing sexes results in conception, Koches, like other communities 
in the region, believe that without God’s grace, no woman may conceive. The supernatural agencies 
are in charge of them. As a result, it is common to see animals are sacrificed or gifts of other things are 
offered to the deities by couples who do not have children. 1 Koch people think that pregnancy is a divine 

1	 In order to bear a child, the Koches worship Katika deo and Madan Kam. For that the female members of the 
family observes Katika puja in a close manner where males are not allowed. On the other hand, males observed the Madan 
Kam puja.  (Field data collected through interview).
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blessing, and a woman who is unable to bear a child is often looked down upon in society.  2 A Koch 
woman acknowledges herself as gao-bhari (pregnant) when she detects physical changes in her body and 
misses her sinan/mahekia (menstruation) for one or two months. 3 When she and her family learn of her 
pregnancy, they immediately begin to look after her physical and mental well-being. She is restricted for 
doing any heavy work. 

Although, a woman is not considered unclean during pregnancy and is allowed to enter and cook in 
the kitchen, different taboos and restrictions are imposed on the pregnant woman and her husband at 
this time in order to prevent the element of black magic and the effect of malevolent deities and spirits. 
In addition, they use some practises like ojali (exorcism) to ward off impending calamities. Husband 
also takes measures and adheres to specific culinary and marital taboos. During her pregnancy, a lady 
is not allowed to travel into the jungle or woodland, leave the house alone or walk over a rope, touch a 
dead body, or visit a cremation ground. She should also avoid crossing a river or pond on sokhabar or 
khorabar 4 days, which are Tuesday and Saturday, respectively. According to Koch’s belief system, the 
evil spirit can injure the child or even murder the unborn child in her womb if she does so. One oja 5 
is summoned if the woman must travel on these two days or cross the river.  6 The oja chants mantras 
on a flower while holding a glass of water in hands and rolling it around from head to toe without 
touching her body, then sprinkling the water on her body. The mantras are said to protect her and 
her unborn child, and evil spirits are said to be unable to harm her. The husband should also refrain 
from visiting a crematory, sacrificing or slaughtering an animal. Furthermore, they are not allowed to 
kill a snake since it is thought that if they do, the child would be born abnormal. 7 As snakes are always 
associated with Goddess Bishohori, who is revered as the family deity, as well as Lord Siva, who is revered 
as the community’s progenitor, such an act may bring disaster to the kid, mother, and family. He is 
also forbidden from carrying the bier and attending the burial rites. Furthermore, the family, as well as 
the pregnant mother, take numerous precautions to avoid the dangers of witchcraft and black magic. 8 
Her nail, hair, food, and clothing are thought to be the resources used in witchcraft and sorcery. This 
sort of magic is classified by Farzer as infectious magic, in which the individual is impacted equally 
by the material with which it came into touch (Frazer 1922). As a result, the pregnant woman takes 
precautions and disposes of or buries such portions somewhere on the household premise.

The oja gives the lady a kasni (sanctified enchanted cord) during three months of pregnancy to 
protect the mother and the unborn child from evil spirits and other negative influences. This kasni is 
put around the pregnant woman’s waist or arm to protect her and her unborn child in the womb. In 
order to escape an attack by an evil spirit, the woman usually ties an iron tabij (amulet) to her bed and 
keeps a dao (Assamese dagger) under her bed. If a pregnant woman experiences extreme discomfort in 
her lower abdomen that progresses to her upper abdomen, it is thought that the pain is caused by the 
evil eye of the female spirit Pettani. The evil sight of this spirit might cause the mother to become weak, 
resulting in the death of the unborn child or even the mother. When the woman feels discomfort, an oja 
is summoned and given jara-pani (charmed water) to drink, as well as a kasni tied to her. In most cases, a 
puja is held to appease the household deities around the third month after the pregnancy is confirmed. 9

2	 Baja refers to a lady who is unable to bear a child and is barred from participating in the main birth rite ceremonies.

3	 Field data generated through personal interview by using open-ended questioner method. Interview date: 28 April 2016.

4	 Malevolent spirits, it is said, become more active and powerful during these two days of the week.

5	 Oja is the person who practises magic and is supposed to be a skilled at detecting and exorcising various types of evil spirits.

6	 Field data generated through personal interview by using open-ended questioner method. Interview date: 28 April 2016.

7	 Field data generated through personal interview by using open-ended questioner method. Interview date: 30 April 2016.

8	 Field data generated through personal interview by using open-ended questioner method. Interview date: 30 April 2016.

9	 Field data generated through personal interview by using open-ended questioner method. Interview date: 30 April 2016.
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Once the pregnancy is verified, in any month from five to seven, the family offer a puja (rite) to Moila 
deo. Moila deo is an evil spirit that causes weakness in pregnant women, which can lead to premature 
birth or the death of the unborn child in the womb. The family holds a rite to worship this deo near by 
a stream or any water body. The oja prepares seven idols (human figures) constructed out of jute sticks, 
which are worshipped with offerings. To please the deo, a sacrifice is also made. After the worship, a 
small piece of jute from each idol is cut and placed inside the madli (amulets), which is then tied to the 
pregnant woman. 

Another ceremony known as jeora diya 10 is performed for the mother’s and child’s health. It is 
celebrated in a big way, with relatives and old ladies from the neighbourhood invited. This is usually 
observed in the seventh month of pregnancy, but it can also be seen in the ninth month depending on 
the family’s ability to afford it. The elders bless the newlyweds on that particular day. On that day, a puja 
is performed for all of the household shrine’s deities.

Stage 2: Delivery Rituals

Koches, like many other Assamese societies, have no set place for a midwife or female attendant. 
Instead, when it comes to labour, the ladies in the neighbourhood assist one another. The function of a 
midwife is filled by an elderly woman from the community who has the most expertise with childbirth. 
The lady with the most expertise or specialisation in delivery, known as dhai/dhaini, takes the lead and 
assists the mother throughout delivery. In most cases, only women are present at the delivery. A separate 
house/hut is prepared for the delivery at the time the labour pains begin. Suwa-ghor is the name of the 
freshly constructed delivery cabin. She is considered suwa (impure) once she is taken inside the suwa-ghor.

If the woman is in pain during the delivery, an oja will bring pani-jara (charmed water) or tel-jara 
(charmed oil) and rub her from waist to stomach. It is thought that this will reduce the woman’s agony 
and facilitate a smooth delivery. The mother, on the other hand, is believed to be attacked by the Daini if 
she takes too long to deliver and endures too much pain while doing so. Daini is thought to be a wicked 
spirit or a witch, and is considered as the main reason for a difficult birth. As a result, the family holds 
a puja for Daini in order to ensure a smooth delivery and alleviate labour pains. For this, the spouse 
sacrifices a duck or chicken, a pair of pigeons, or a tortoise in the evening. The meat is then cooked and 
served with boiling rice, curry and ashes to Daini. These sacraments are offered at the road’s intersection.

After the infant is born, no iron or steel-made equipment is used to cut the umbilical cord of the 
baby. Instead, a seiska 11 is used to sever the baby’s umbilical cord, which is then knotted with cotton or 
silk thread. Furthermore, the cord is not severed in one stroke, but rather seven strokes for a girl child 
and five strokes for a boy. Simultaneously, the cord is tied down at five finger distance for a male and 
seven finger distances for a girl child, five times by the thread for a boy and seven times by the thread for 
a girl child. It’s also worth noting that the Bodo community shares the same cord-cutting belief system.

On the same day, the placenta is usually buried on covering by a plantain leaf within the campus, 
in front of the suwa-ghor. But in the case of a consecutive death of the newborn child, the placenta 
is buried nearby a sari-ali (four-road intersection) by the father. The formalities are performed by an 
elderly woman if the child’s father is already deceased or missing. When it comes to burial the placenta, 
extreme caution and attention are required. Because it is thought that allowing animals access to the 

10	 Traditionally jeora is used to be prepared with bamboos to mark the boundary of the house from the outside world 
and to protect its hosts from outsiders; it may be human or spirit as per the Koches belief. The name jeora diya; where jeora 
means barrier or fence or frame and diya means to give, literally signifying to make an invincible fence by blessings of the 
elders to protect the couple and their unborn child from malevolent spirits and evil eyes.

11	 A seiska is a freshly prepared green bamboo split which is about one foot long. It has very sharp edges. To make this 
the green skin is stripped off from a standing bamboo tree and then before the use, this is washed with cold water and soon 
after cutting the umbilical cord it is thrown away either on the rooftop or on the back side of the house.
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placenta will cause the mother’s milk to dry out and the newborn kid to die, the placenta is buried in 
such a way that no animals may get it (Bhakat 2008:104). Furthermore, it is thought that if any daini 
(witch) obtains the placenta, they will injure or possibly kill the infant. Koch’s faith and belief that the 
kid becomes a member of the family from that day forward and wishes to serve the family and be reborn 
in the family again and again is symbolised by the burying of the placenta in the courtyard.

Stage 3: Post-Delivery Rituals

The infant is breastfed by mother shortly after birth. The mother then bathes the newborn in 
lukewarm water and sprinkles xanti pani (holy water) over the child. Soon after the kid is born, a family 
member makes a sound by beating on the house’s wall for five times if the child is a boy, and a kula 
(winnowing fan) for seven times if the child is a girl. After a kid is born in some areas, a touch of mother 
earth is given to the newborn, and because mother earth is considered Ai Basumati, it is believed that 
this will bring the child good luck. After that, the newborn baby is placed in a kula and honey is applied 
to his or her tongue three times. But first, the child’s tongue is washed with his or her mother’s hair. The 
mother washes and cleans the child’s armpit and other corner portions of the body with her wet hair 
after taking a bath. According to popular belief, doing so will protect the youngster against sickness or 
allergy in the future. A small fire made of paddy husk is kept near the mother’s and child’s beds at all 
times, and a jinjiri/jijri (sickle) or katri (chopper) is placed under the mother’s and child’s beds to keep 
evil spirits away. In addition, a branch of moin kata (a wild shrub with long thorns in its brunch) or 
a bogri tree (Indian Jujube) or other kinds of thorns such as bet (cane tree), bagh asura (a wild thorny 
creeper), and snail shells are kept or hung on the suwa-ghor’s doors and windows, and a fishing net and 
an iron-made khukhri/katri. These thorns and iron, according to belief, will guard the kid from bad 
spirits who are always on the lookout for the souls of newborn children. The parents’ and even the 
family’s taboos and prohibitions do not end with the birth of a child. The mother and child are given a 
kasni or an iron amulet shortly after birth.

The mother and infant are cared for by elderly ladies in the community from the first day of the 
delivery until the fifth night. At this time, the entire family is considered impure, referred to as ahujor 
suwa or jatokor suwa, and they are isolated from society, unable to engage in religious rites. Even the 
father’s bhagi (lineage) follows suwa (impurity) for one month at home and does not participate in or 
organise any religious rites.

On the fifth day for a girl and the seventh day for a boy, a modest function known as ekkaman/pasoti 
is held to contribute to the family’s cleanliness. Family members sweep and mop the house and rooms 
with cow dung as part of the ceremony. On that day, the mother takes the infant outside of the suwa-
ghor for the first time and sets him/her on a kula covered in paddy husk and placed over a xal-pira (a 
small wooden tool). In front of the elderly person, the child’s hair gets chopped by the maternal uncle. 

Because it is believed that from the first day of a child’s life until the fifth day, Bidhata (the god of 
fortune) and malevolent spirits visit the kid every night, pasoti becomes a significant ritual for the child. 
When a child is born, he or she is born with a blank fate and the deity arrives to write the fortune on the 
pasoti’s night. The pasoti and the night, according to the belief system, are extremely important for the 
newborn infant. On that night, the old ladies in the neighbourhood and family members did not sleep 
for a second, instead by reading religious books and singing religious songs they try to surround mother 
and child in a religious atmosphere. On the eastern side of the room, a saki/gosa (earthen lamp) is lit, 
and a paddy husk fire is kept blazing and lit for seven days. The community believes that on that night, 
Bidhata (deity of fortune) writes destiny of the infant on his/her forehead, and if the deity finds the 
chamber gloomy or unsuitable, he returns without writing his or her future. Evil spirits take advantage 
of these opportunities and use them to write a disastrous future for the child. As a result, the earthen 
lamp remains lit throughout the night to create a sacred atmosphere and fight off the dark powers.
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The ek-kaman/pasoti ceremony is merely the first step in removing impurities from the family level. 
However, the impurity has not yet been eradicated on a social level. It’ll be there for a month. Suwa-
kheda is the name given to the entire procedure. Despite the fact that this ritual stops suwa in the family, 
family members are nonetheless barred from participating in communal rituals and festivals. The 
mother is not allowed to cook or enter the kitchen, nor is she allowed to enter the prayer room, while 
the father is not allowed to walk to the field. 

After a month, the family holds a ceremonial ritual known as mahika/dokaman/suwakamani to 
remove family’s impurity stage. The house is cleaned thoroughly, washed and sprayed sacred water. 
The ritual of doing a puja to ancestors is performed by an adhikari (replaced presently by an Assamese 
Brahmin). The hair of a newborn baby is shaved by a barber and then a little portion of his or her hair is 
buried with cow dung, as it is thought that the hair is one of the easiest areas of the body to manipulate 
for witchcraft. Only after this ceremony the family is released from the unclean state. Mother and father 
are free to return to their usual jobs from that day forward.

Bhat mukhot diya/bhat choa (rice feeding ceremony) is another child-related ritual that is observed 
when the child is seven months old. The ceremony might go up to nine months in some cases, especially 
if the child is a boy. The ceremony is held on a lucky day, and the infant is fed for the first time by the 
maternal uncle. An adhikari (community priest) is summoned to perform a puja to the ancestor and 
other family gods at such time. The number of family deities differs from one family to the next. Aideu, 
Bishohori, Bura-Buri, Podda, and Ai Thansri are the most popular family deities. On that day, many 
families also hold a Bura-Buri puja. Pigeon sacrifices are made to the deities for the puja. The infant is 
taken outdoors once the puja is concluded and offerings are made to the ancestors and deities. This puja 
is performed first thing in the morning. After that, the infant is fed by the maternal uncle, who feeds 
him a variety of foods such as fish, meat, various curries, rice pudding, and various sorts of rice cakes. 
The Koch family’s birth ritual comes to a close with the rice feeding ceremony.

Structural Analysis of  the Ritual: Existence of  Supernatural Power
As can be seen, the life of the expectant mother and her child is heavily influenced by many forms of 

rituals, taboos, and prohibitions, as well as the impacts of magic and witchcraft. Furthermore, during 
the entire journey from pregnancy to birthing, family members make gifts and sacrifices to appease 
numerous hostile spirits such as Moila Deo, Phul Deo, Pettani, Khetor, and others in order to protect 
the neophytes. As a result, the family worships the deities in diverse ways in attempt to protect the 
neophyte from invisible perils. The beliefs and trust in the deities are carried through the performances 
and rituals performed to protect the infant. These deities are usually family deities who are thought to be 
the family’s guardians. In most rites, the ancestors are also given a portion of the gladness and offerings, 
in addition to the deities. Rituals are performed to placate deities and spirits in order to protect not just 
the kid and mother, but the entire family as well. These supernatural entities play a significant role in 
their religious practises. Because the birth ritual involves more spirit associations, we can use Diagram 1 
to explain and analyse the religious concept of Koch’s birth ritual.

The accompanying Diagram 1 depicts the impact of evil spirits on the entire birth ceremonial 
procedure. The family strives to protect both the womb (unborn kid) and mother and child. In this 
case, stage 1 (see Diagram 1) begins when the family learns of the pregnancy. From that point on, 
family members place different restrictions and taboos on the pair in order to preserve the womb. This 
protection is primarily against evil spirits, ghosts, and the evil eye. The stage 1 emerges from the dread 
and superstitious beliefs associated with that supernatural agency. These are religious ideas that are 
founded on fear. As a result, steps are done to alleviate those worries. In stage one, family members do 
everything they can to protect the womb (unborn child) by pleasing spirits or constructing a protective 
shield. The rites and offerings are carried out in close proximity here. Various occult methods are used 
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for this, as well as the usage of an oja (traditional medicine man). Because it is thought that the oja has 
the knowledge and ability to prevent or cure the effects of evil spirits, they play an important part in the 
creation of a womb shield. Various magical rituals such as kasni (enchanted chords), madli (amulets), 
jara-pani (charmed water), jara-tel (charmed oil), and others are applied/used at various phases of 
pregnancy until the child is born, i.e. at the pre-delivery stage. At the preliminary stage of the birth 
rite, these occult practises are the most important item. Furthermore, offerings and ceremonies are 
meticulously planned. Taboos, rituals, offerings, and magical objects are used extensively during the 
pre-delivery stage to ward off bad spirits and safeguard the womb.

Stage 2 (see Diagram 1) begins after the delivery and requires a strong protective line from family 
members in order to protect both the child and the mother. As a result, family members organise many 
ceremonies and offerings venerating the deities and ancestors at this stage, in addition to various occult 
practises. This takes place in an open setting with the participation of other members. This is when faith 
and beliefs in deities and ancestors come into play. At this point, their belief system is built on their faith 
in household deities and ancestors. As a result, deities and ancestors play a significant part in the post-
delivery process in order to safeguard the infant and mother.

Additionally, the Koches’ birth ritual is depicted in another two diagrams (see Diagram No. 2 and 
Diagram No. 3). Both diagrams are divided into two parts, with Part-A presenting the ritual’s order 
and Part-B presenting the ritual’s structure. Part- A’s complete process is separated into three stages: 
pre-delivery, delivery, and post-delivery, with the sequence of rites numbered sequentially in each stage. 
Part-B structurally analyses and interprets the framework of the rituals, each rite, and each observance 
from the perspectives of Arnold Van Gennep and Victor Turner.

As seen in the illustrations (see Diagram 2), the actual delivery rite in the Koch civilization begins after 
the woman learns of her pregnancy, i.e. the pre-birth period. The Koch birth ceremony, on the other 
hand, has an intriguing ritual framework. Separation appears in two phases in the Koch birth ritual, with 
the first phase lasting longer than the second. As van Gennep classified separation as the initial stage that 
separates an individual from his or her former position, separation appears in two phases in the Koch 
birth ritual. This is not the same as what Gennep (1909) and Victor Turner (1967) have said. Further, 
according to van Gennep (ibid.), the initial stage of life cycle rituals ‘separation’ does not begin with a 
unique rite. Rather, among the Koches, this period begins with a set of rules and taboos that apply to 
both the pregnant wife and the husband. Both couples are said to have a set of taboos and restrictions, 
ranging from culinary to behavioural, in order to protect the unborn child from evil spirits, ghosts, 
and witchcraft. Enchanted cords, amulets, charmed water, charmed oil, and other magical artefacts are 
utilised for this. Furthermore, in terms of the pregnant lady, the period of separation is prominent, as 
she is isolated from her family and society with specific required behavioural behaviours. As a result, 
the first stage of ‘separation’ in the Koch birth ritual occurs in the pre-birth ritual for the husband and 
wife, as they are no longer in their previous status, which is distinguished by specific taboo food and 
behavioural codes. Thus, through symbolic behaviours like as beliefs in spirits, ghosts, witchcraft, and 
the use of magical instruments, the pregnant lady and her husband are literally separated from other 
members of the family and society. These symbolic behaviours represent the fact that they are neither 
husband and wife nor father and mother. Furthermore, the time duration in this phase is longer. This 
first phase begins at the pre-delivery stage (A) from 1 to 6 (in both cases) (see diagram 2 and 3).

When the labour pains began, the lady was again separated from her old environment and status, 
and she was transferred to the suwa-ghor (delivery hut). This stage only lasts for a short time. New 
constraints, behavioural behaviours, and dietary taboos separate her once again. This phase begins in the 
delivery stage and lasts until the post-delivery stage, which lasts from 14 to 22 (see diagram 2), while in 
the diagram 3, it begins in the delivery stage and lasts from 9 to 13. She is in the process of transitioning 
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from a pregnant woman to a new mother at this time. The pregnant woman becomes the mother, and 
the husband becomes the father, and the entire family gains a new status as a new member is welcomed 
into the family. The delivery, on the other hand, isolates the entire family from society, as it is related 
to suwa (impurity or pollution). For that reason, family members must adhere to particular limits on 
specific days. Furthermore, when the umbilical cord is cut after the delivery of the newborn infant, the 
neonate is separated from its previous environment. As van Gennep (1960:50) has noted, ‘the principal 
separation is expressed in the cutting of the umbilical cord (with a knife of wood or stone, etc.) and in the 
rites surrounding the portion which dries and falls off by itself at the end of a variable number of days.’ 
As a result, in the Koch society, the delivery time becomes the separation phase in the case of a newborn 
child, and in this scenario, the seiska (bamboo split) becomes the primary material that separates the 
child from his or her previous surroundings, which is his or her mother. Furthermore, in the Koch 
community, burying the placenta in the courtyard by the father marks the child’s welcome into the 
family, but the name-giving ceremony on the fifth day, when the pasoti/ek-kamani rite is conducted, is 
the first marker of the creation of the child’s personal identity. On that day, the child’s hair is clipped, a 
name is given to him, and he is taken outside for the first time.

Victor Turner defined the liminal phase as a period of bewilderment during which the liminoid or 
ritual traveller must stand in the gap between two worlds. Furthermore, during that time, the neophyte 
has no standing and is neither here nor there. ‘The topic of passage rite is structurally, if not physically 
“Invisible” in the liminal time,’ he observed (Turner, 1989: 95). Turner aims to argue that the liminoid’s 
place isn’t clear or predetermined, either socially or structurally. The Koch birth ritual, on the other 
hand, constructs the identity of the entire family, including the mother, child, and the rest of the family, 
through rituals that are observed shortly after the kid is born. Burying the placenta, beating on the 
house wall for the boy and Kula for the girl, giving a touch of mother earth (Ai Basumoti), keeping an 
iron made sickle or knife under their bed, keeping a small fire inside the delivery room, keeping some 
thorny branches of the tree, and so on all reflect the family’s identity. Further, while Victor Turner 
(1989: 98-99) argued by saying, ‘they have no status, property, insignia, secular clothing, rank, kinship 
position, nothing to demarcate them structurally from their fellows’, also is not appropriate in terms of 
Koch birth ritual. The naming rite, which takes place on the fifth or seventh day and occurs during the 
liminal period, creates the child’s individual identity. The observation of suwa, most critically, identifies 
the familial identity of birthing. The absence of a liminal period in the Koch birth ritual structure is a 
significant divergence between Turner and van Gennep’s western and African models. The time begins 
in the post-delivery stage from 23 to 24 (see diagram 2) in the third phase of the structural model, which 
is incorporation. The mahika/dokamani and bhat mukhot diya rituals enable the family integrate into 
society through ritual baths, feasts, and sacrifices to the home deities. 

Conclusion 
While discussing the life cycle ritual of the Koches from the ritual model of Arnold van Gennep and 

Victor Turner, a different and unique native structure has been appeared. The Koch child birth ritual 
is observed in three different phases i.e. pre-delivery, delivery and post-delivery. In the Koch society the 
actual childbirth ritual begins once the woman comes to know about her pregnancy i.e. the pre-birth 
stage. Among the Koches, the first period which is the separation period starts with a prescribed code 
of conduct and taboos not only to the pregnant wife but also to the husband. A series of taboos and 
restrictions are attributed to both couples starting from dietary taboos to some behavioral taboos in 
order to protect the unborn life from the malicious spirits, ghosts and witchcraft. So, for that various 
magical objects like enchanted chords, amulets, charmed water, charmed oil, etc. are used. On the 
other hand, the lady is again separated from her previous environment and status when the labour pain 
started and transferred to the suwa-ghor (delivery hut). This period stays for a short period of time. 
Here, she is again separated with new restrictions, behavioural acts and dietary taboos. Regarding the 
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liminal period, Victor Turner (1989) has identified this as the period of confusion where the liminoid 
or the ritual passenger has to stand in the betwixt and between. Further at that period, the neophyte 
is neither here nor there with no status. But in the case of the Koch birth ritual, the identity of the 
whole family including the mother, the child and the rest of the family is constructed through rituals 
that are observed soon after the child is born. Burying of the placenta, beating on the bera (wall of the 
house) for boy and Kula (winnowing fan) for girl, giving a touch of the mother earth (Ai Basumoti), 
keeping of iron made jinjiri/jijri (sickle) or katri (knife) under their bed, keeping of a small fire inside 
the delivery room, keeping of some thorny branches of the tree, shell of the dead snail are hung on the 
main door and window, cleaning of the child’s tongue, armpit and other corners of the body by the 
hair of the mother reflects the identity of the family. The name giving ritual on the fifth or seventh day 
which is itself in the liminal period establishes the individual identity of that child. Most importantly, 
the observation of Suwa itself identifies the family identity of childbirth.

Furthermore, it has been observed that the birth ceremony honours three categories of supernatural 
beings: (i) mischievous spirits like as ghosts, bad spirits, and witches, (ii) domestic deities, and (iii) 
ancestors. Furthermore, when we consider the reasons behind the adoration of these spirits and gods 
in the Koch birth ceremony, these spirits and gods appear to be a potential harm to the unborn child 
and expectant mother. As a result, efforts are done to avoid harming the child-mother or preventing 
injury to the mother-child. The deities are worshipped primarily for the purpose of asking protection 
and blessings for the child’s well-being. On the other side, ancestors are recalled and worshipped as part 
of the ceremony, whereas spirits, ghosts, and witches are revered as part of the Koch religious life and 
venerated to placate so that the kid and mother are not harmed. As a result, the Koch people live in a 
world that is always surrounded by diverse spirits. Their religious belief system is formed by their dread 
and superstitions about these entities. They must converse with these ghosts and seek protection from 
the deities in order to deal with the terror. As a result, the novice is continually in need of the holiness 
that creates their religiosity.
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Diagram 2 - The Ritual Process in Birth Ritual.

 
Birth Ritual 

Phase in Ritual Structure of the Ritual 

Pre-Delivery 

1. Recognized as Gao-bhari (pregnant) and dietary as well as behavioral restrictions and 
taboos are attributed. (For both the couple). 

2.  Ojali (exorcism) are resorted by tying Kasni (chanted chord) to the woman. 
3.  Again at the three month another Kasni/Jap or Tabij (amulet) is given and a Dao (big knife) 

is kept under the bed.  
4. A puja is offered to spirit Pettani if the family feels that the lady is attacked by the spirit. 
5. Sadh Khawa ritual is observed at the fifth month of pregnancy. 
6. Jeora Diya ritual is observed at the seventh month of the pregnancy.  

Delivery 

7. Inform about the labour pain to her husband and family. 
8. A Suwa-ghor (delivery hut) is prepared and the lady is shifted into the hut. 
9. Dhai (experienced lady) helped in delivery. 
10. Tel jara/Pani jara (charmed oil/water) is applied for a smooth delivery. 
11. If the lady has problems in deliver, Daini deo (witch) is worshipped by offering cooked 
food and sacrifice.  
12. After delivery, the Nasti (umbilical cord) is cut either in five strokes (for boys) or in seven 
(for girl). 
13. The placenta is buried within the campus in front of the Suwa-ghor by father.  
 
 Post-Delivery 

14. The child is given a touch of Ai Basumoti (mother earth). 
15. Child is breast fed, bathed the baby and holy water sprinkled.  
16. Iron made Jinjiri (sickle) or Katri (knife) is kept under the bed and thorny branches and 
shell of dead snail are hanged at the door and windows. 
17. Small fire is always kept inside the room. 
18. Beat on the wall of the house (for boys) and winnowing fan (for girl). 
19. Mother and child is tied a Kasni or Madli and new restrictions are attributed to the couple. 
20. On the fifth day, Pasoti/Ek-kamani ritual is observed. Name is given to the child and 
brought outside for the first time. 
21. No one sleeps in the family at night as it is believed that deity will come to write his/her 
future.  
22. Now, mother can enter into the kitchen but not in the temple and father is restricted to 
plough. 
23. At the one month, Mahika/Do-Kamani ritual is observed. Suwa is completely removed.  
24. On the seventh month, first rice feeding ceremony is observed. 
 

First Stage of 
Separation 
from 1 to 6 

 

Second Stage 
of Separation 
from 7 to 22 

Incorporation 
at 23 to 24 
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Diagram 3 - Supernatural Beings related to Birth Ritual.

 
Birth Ritual Supernatural beings 

in the Ritual 
Structure of the Ritual 

Pre-Delivery 

1. Restrictions, taboos and exorcism are attributed to protect the mother and unborn child from 
Jokh-Jokhini, witchcraft and other evil spirits after the pregnancy is confirmed. 
2. A puja is offered to the household deities like Subasini, Bura-Buri, Aideu etc. for the 
protection of the mother and child at the three month. 
3. A puja is offered to spirit Pettani in order to appease her and to relief the pregnant woman 
from the pain created by the spirit. 
4. A puja is offered to Moila deo if the woman is too weak to protect her from premature 
delivery or miscarriage done by the spirit. 
5. At the Sadh Khawa ritual (fifth month of pregnancy) household deities (Subasini, Bura-
Buri, Bisohori, Aideu, etc.) are worshipped for the blessing and protection of the mother-child. 
6. At Jeora Diya ritual (seventh month of the pregnancy), Aideo (household deity) is 
worshipped for the blessing and protection of the mother and child. 

Delivery 

7. Tel jara/Pani jara (charmed oil/water) is applied for a smooth delivery. 
8. If problem occurs at the time of delivery, Daini deo (witch) is worshipped to resolve the 
delivery issue by offering cooked food and sacrifice. 
 
 Post-Delivery 

9. A touch of Ai Basumoti is given soon after the child is born.  
10. Iron made Jinjiri (sickle) or Katri (knife) is kept under the bed and thorny branches and 
shell of dead snail are hanged at the door and windows to keep away evil spirits. 
11. Small fire is always kept inside the room to keep away from evil spirits. 
12. Mother and child is tied a Kasni or Madli and new restrictions are attributed to the couple 
for the protection of the child. 
13. On the fifth day, Pasoti/Ek-kamani ritual is observed. At night earthen lamp is lightened 
and no one sleeps in the family at night as it is believed that deity Bidhata will come to write 
his/her future.  
14. At the one month, Mahika/Do-Kamani ritual is observed. Suwa is completely removed. 
Ancestors and family deities are worshipped.   
15. On the seventh month, first rice feeding ceremony is observed. On this day Ancestors are 
worshipped and invited in the ritual, household deities and family deities like Bura-Buri, 
Aideu, Bishohori etc. are worshipped and asked for the blessing and protection. 
 
 

First Stage of 
Separation 

(From 1 to 6) 
 

Second Stage 
of Separation 
(From 7 to 13) 

Incorporation 
from 14 to 15 

From pregnancy to a certain age of the child 

* Precautions are taken in order to ward of the attack from the evil spirits like Phul deo, Pettani, 
Moila deo, Khetor deo and if the pregnant mother or the child is attacked by any of these spirits, 
Oja is summoned and worshipped are done to appease these spirits by offerings and sacrifices.  
** Moreover, precautions are taken in order to ward of the affect magic and witchcraft is also 
considered. 


