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Spiritual Border-Crossings: Postpartum  
Seclusion and Religious Otherness in Ethiopia

The event of childbirth, the world over, is imbued with special ritual significance that 
speaks to the threats inherent in human reproduction. The giving of new life, forever 
wedded to its antithesis – the possibility of death – has classically been interpreted as 
a crossing of boundaries or a transition between two states. As any such transition it 
represents a danger, since social categories are momentarily confused. However, the 
categorical messiness associated with the processes of giving life is not resolved with 
the event of childbirth as such. Postpartum, mother and child often remain bound in 
a state of ambiguity that requires careful management, most commonly through the 
temporary seclusion of the mother-child pair from the rest of society. 

This lecture examines one such case of postpartum seclusion in the predominantly Or-
thodox Christian region of northwestern Ethiopia. It interrogates a puzzling feature of 
this episode of isolation: during the time between the birth of a child and its baptism, 
which is spent in private confinement, both mother and child are viewed as Muslims. 
Why should this be the case? Drawing on detailed ethnographic data from fieldwork at 
a rural hospital in Ethiopia, this lecture offers ways of answering this puzzle by point-
ing to the particular material tenets that underlie Ethiopian Christian Orthodoxy as a 
religious form. In the course of this inquiry, one comes to view Orthodox identity as 
continuously produced in concrete, sacred acts, rather than as given.
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