
Cultural beliefs and customs regarding the placenta. 
 

Botswana: 
Beliefs about disposal of the placenta differ amongst people from different 
towns/villages in Botswana.   
In Molepolole the placenta is buried in the floor of the hut where the infant was born. 
Often it is believed that the placenta ought to be buried in a cool, damp place, for 
example, by a river.  Traditional Midwives of Botswana mentions that placentas are 
often disposed of in dug-out toilets (cool, damp!?)   
In Ramotswa the placenta is never buried after midday.  If he baby is born in the 
evening, the placenta is wrapped in cloth and ashes, and the mother sleeps with it next 
to her and the baby in the bed, then it is buried the following morning in a cool damp 
place. 
According to one sangoma, lots of witch-doctors buy placentas, but he had no idea for 
what use. 
According to Staugard and Anderson, when the placenta emerges, it is usually buried 
nearby – exactly under the place of birth or in the hut or yard – to ensure that it cannot 
be used for bewitchment  In some areas, the heads of both mother and baby are 
shaved as the hair is believed to be unclean.  The hair is then buried with the placenta 
in the hut where the mother sleeps with her baby.1 
Properly following rituals for disposal of the placenta in order to avoid witchcraft, is 
apparently a major reason why women in Africa sometimes choose to give birth with 
traditional midwives, rather than in hospitals and clinics  
 
Philipines: 
 Filipinos believed that if you attached the umbilical cord to a tree, it would prevent 
the child from having stomach-aches.  Hung from the ceiling it would make the child 
grow strong.  Keeping the umbilical cord intact would prevent arguments with future 
children. 
 
Japan: 
1800s.  The umbilical cord was wrapped in white paper with the parents names 
written on the outside.  It was buried with the person when he died, either as a child, 
or an adult. 
 
Korea: 
Special places are reserved for placental burials in the royal cemeteries of the nobility.  
The placenta is treated with great respect and is often thought to bring good luck. 
 
Western: 
Placentas are usually regarded as waste and disposed of as such, or sold to 
pharmaceutical companies for extraction of hormones, or to cosmetic companies for 
similar reasons.  In hospitals they are usually incinerated or used for research.  
 
In psychological terms the placenta represents that with which the baby comes into 
the world, the ‘luggage’.  In the womb it functions to nourish and remove waste.  

 
1 Anderson.S.  Staugard.F.  Traditional Midwives.  Traditional medicine in Botswana.  
Ipelegeng Publishers.  1986.  Pg. 120. 
 



After birth the mother takes on the role played by the placenta in the womb.  Unborn 
babies have been observed to play with the placenta and to use it as a pillow during 
sleep periods.  Seen from this psychological perspective, some western women have 
developed a sense of respect for the placenta which requires honouring it instead of 
regarding it as waste material. 
 
Burying the placenta under the house, or burying it and planting a tree over it (Maori), 
are common traditional methods of honouring the placenta.  ‘By burying the placenta 
in the earth you are sharing the “products of conception” – you have the child and the 
earth has the placenta.  The placenta can also be seen as the shadow of the child, the 
unborn twin.  As the tree grows it feeds on the placenta, bringing the shadow into the 
light – bringing the unconscious into consciousness.  Planting a tree over the placenta 
enables a communion to develop between the earth and your child.  You may wish to 
choose a tree that is most appropriate for your baby’s birthday, such as a tree from the 
old Celtic tree calendar.”2 
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