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Children, death, and the dead: the Mebengokré-Xiknm case

Clarice Cohn'

ABSTRACT

This article approaches the relations children réaite with the dead, as well as with their own

death risk, among the Mebenkogré-Xikrin, an ind@enJé-speaking Indigenous group living in

the North of Brazil. These themes are developedamglyzing the fabrication of the body, the

formation of the self and the person, and the imatwith the dead, with a special focus on

children. Mebengokré-Xikrin notions of childhoodeaherefore discussed in an innovative manner
through the formation of the self and the chil@tations with the cosmos and the dead, by looking
at the eventuality of caputre by the spirits of tlead, their adoption in the after-life, the mouooi

of children, their bodily adornments and paintingw they should be taken care of in life in order

to prevent death, and their bodies and socialastems.

RESUMO

Este texto analisa a relacdo das criangas com o®sne@ o risco de sua propria morte, para 0s
Mebengokreé-Xikrin, grupo indigena do Norte do Bréalante de uma lingua jé. Desenvolve-se o
tema a partir da analise da fabricacdo do corpa @a$soa e da relacdo com os mortos, com
especial atencdo as criancas. Assim, a formac@estona e a relacdo das criangcas com 0 cosmos e
0S mortos - seu risco de serem capturadas peld#t@splos mortos, sua ado¢fost mortemsua
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ornamentacao corporal, o luto, os cuidados comrpoce as interacfes sociais - sao discutidas,
permitindo que se entenda de modo inovador a cgaocemebengokré-xikrin de infancia e de sua

condigéo de existéncia no mundo.

Palavras-chave:antropologia da crianca, criangas indigenas, egeindigena, Mebengokré.

The day in the village of Bacaja is of mourningorse-year old boy just passed away. His death
saddens everyone, plunges many into grief, andectggs the comprehension of all. In the event ohsan
unfortunate fatality — the death of a child —, dtnecessary to debate its causes and risks. Assafrie
reflections is thus triggered on death itself —imsvitability and arbitrariness —, and on the ngsof the
dead’

The boy’s death had taken place in a quite speoatlition, something that further enhanced the
challenge. Son of a single mother, he was beingedaby his classificatory grandparents (the magher’
classificatory parents). The mother had moved alwitly her older children into a new village, whestee
got married. The grandparents would affirm thaythresed him less as a grandson than as a sorthahd
they had a special reason for being so attachbiitothe fact that, of their eight children, onlyeohad been
a boy. At the time, the couple had a daughtermmath older than the deceased boy, who was beirsgdur
by her mother. The little one was taken care ol daily basis by one of the couple’s single daughtevho

carried him around, bathed him — and was nursedsgrandmother.

When the boy got sick, the nurse based on thagélldiagnosed dehydration caused by infectious
diarrhea and a serious verminosis. The women, erother hand, diagnosed tapir disedaekiut kang,
caused by his mother's consumption of tapir medahatvillage where she lived. They went to onehef t
elders to solicit some medicine. They also wondetsalt the possibility that the boy’s mother begpent

again, an event that could cause great harm tddatbht is still being nursed by “spoiling the Kiil®

% This piece synthesizes and elaborates on a casesdid previously in my M.A. thesis (Cohn, 20G0®) in a paper
presented at the B3nternational Americanist Conference in 2009. iblike to thank my supervisor Lux Vidal, who
introduced me to the acquaintanceship and debatéseoXikrin and their children, as well as Aracypes da Silva (in
memoriam), Beatriz Perrone-Moisés, Vanessa LedjanilFisher, Antonella Tassinari and Andrea Szakwell as
the participants in the Symposyum “Nifios y nifiadigenas de Americas”, for the dialogue and disounssf previous
versions of this text.

% It should be remarked that the mother married antother village and no longer nursed the chilce iHterpretation
that what she ate (with a possible breach of fawerdictions) and the fact that she got marriedh(\&i possible new
pregnancy) had caused the boy’s disease is refatdte conception of a bodily connection betweendbnitors and
their children, which does not go away neither vétisence nor with distance. In fact, diseases mlsrhildren are
commonly communicated to their absent parents dogkaelatives by radio or telephone, so they nespect the
corresponding restrictions and thus secure the’shiécovery wherever they are. This point willresumed below.



To the best of my knowledge, the medicine agamgit disease was never administered. The boy
was treated in the clinic for two days with stesldine solution and medicine to fight infectiom @e third
day, the nurse declared that the boy needed toabsférred to town, where health care providedhto t
region’ indigenous population allows for admisstora hospital. The family was informed of the tfengo
the hospital, as well as of the need to indicate companion to go along with the boy. This issus wa
particularly delicate, as normally it is the passwho accompany children that age. The nurse stegtjgsat
the grandmother accompany the child, so she cawiglerhim during his recovery period in town. She wa
however reluctant to leave her children behindhia tillage. The couple was also reluctant to séwed t
single daughter who took care of the boy, becabsensms too young. Before a decision was made en, th

child died in time for cancelling the flight thabwd remove him.

When the word spread about the child’s deatholtier women went to the house where the adopted
parents/classificatory grandparents prepared theréll and set around the grandfather, who keptdmirhis
lap. His wife and the single daughter who took aafréhe boy prepared the cotton strings with whieh
would be buried. The young woman wept quietly, @fmately mourning his death. One of the older
women (mother of the man who had adopted the chibdied a few times the ritual weeping, while the
others wept in silence. While caressing the bogdyh they would made comments on the disease, wn ho
the boy was weak and thin, but also how he was@dyreecovering. The other women came to watch, and

would go in and out of the house lamenting the €¥en

The boy was adorned with the cotton strings, be&dacklets, red cotton below the knee, beaded lip
adornment, and new cotton shorts. His head wasstawd smeared with ultramarine grosbeakilag egg
shells. The hair was decorated with white hawkheis. The body was painted while he was still sick,
something which was not done as this is a momeminwdeople remain free of paint or body ornaments.
When the boy was ready, the grandmother who rdisadstood up in order to weep over his death, & on
does while mourning death and remembering a lovesl who has deceased. This also includes hurting
oneself on the head and arms with sharp instrunseris as machetes or stones. Other women who &&ad lo
loved ones and still mourned their death fought ¢ve machete and cried along with her. The machate

then taken away by yet other women, who also aretlhurt themselves.

The boy was taken to the cemetery by his grandfatbllowed by all the women who were in his
house. During the burial, the grandmother who thikan cried again, while her mother-in-law was
dedicated to the ritual weeping. Other women cfiedheir own relatives, while cleaning up the céeng®

The boy was buried with a bottle containing théngasolution he was taking for dehydration. Wheasythll

* Few men, and only young ones, came closer. Wil is born, it is also the women who visit thetirer and the
newborn, while men keep at a distance.
Ritual weeping is performed by older women durimgurnings, the departure and return from long jeysn and

when an absent person is recalled. Through thissops are remembered, as well as their achievensmtsthe
relations that connected them to the others. L88G,12005) suggests that it be treated like aroorat the female,
private and domestic equivalent of the male, pudnid political oratory. When a death occurs, ieashes memories of
other deaths, and it is always the women who aygtteer, each for her own deceased.



returned to the village, the women remained indlidgr homes, refraining from going to the gardenthe

forest, because “everyone is sanig(kuni-na kaprirg

The parents and spouse of a deceased are suppaosteal/e their heads as a sign of mourning, or, if
the deceased is a child, they cut their hair shiorthis case, the grandparents, who already wuee hair
short due to the death of another grandchild, gustthe tips. In the following days, they went twet
cemetery every afternoon in order to light up a for the boy. Five days later, they painted théwesein
mourning fashion. When this painting fades awaythiwiaround eight days), they are able to resurag th
regular daily activities. They declared to be mangras parents, not grandparents. Still, they weteized
by several women for their hurry in painting thetmss; they would say that “they have barely burieel

child and are already painted”. The mother, who Wwabke other village, was not informed.

Comments such as these, and conversations absutainng boy’s death, made explicit and put at
stake conceptions about the death of a child and teodeal with it by interpreting the causes of thea
preparing the body, burial, and mourning. Thesébatter understood from the point of view of thiatiens
the child entertains with death and with the déaaluding the risk of dying. It is thus necessaryetoke the
Mebengokré-Xikrin notions of conception and fabtima of bodies, which unveil on the one hand a
connection between the genitors and their childaed, on the other a bodily development able tocedhe
risk of death. In this respect, it is also necgssamreview the ornamentation of the child in daibutine,
ritual, disease and death, as well as the ornam@mtaf the dead and of those who mourn, which are
different when the deceased is a child. Finallis ttecessary to go over the Xikrin conceptionsieath and
the dead, which are also deployed in particularsmalgen the deceased, or the person who is risleathd
is a child. This would allow for understanding tiferences that mark the death and mourning dtioém
and adults. Finally, this leads to an appreciagbthe differences between children and adults artbe

Mebengokré-Xikrin.

Body, Corporeality, and Personhood

For the Mebengokré-Xikrin, the child is formed viitithe mother’s womb by the semen of various
sexual relations. Therefore, several men may dautiito the formation of the child. The relationvieeen
the child and his father(s) is made explicit whiea tormer is born, because all men who contribteits
formation undergo a period of reclusion, thus mglémplicit to everyone their paternity. This reatus to
be followed by all genitors, guarantees the bale#-being, since its physical connection with fheents
does not end with birth. Rather, this physical amtion between parents and child (and among si#)ling
lasts for life. It is especially important when ttigld is young, because its body is still fragiled demands
greater care. The parents therefore refrain frotimgaome items such as game meat; only when titakish
“hard” enough and with a strong skin will they guatly add to the diet some foodstuffs that would be

otherwise dangerous for the baby. There is themassamption of a lifelong bond between these peoie



should always watch out for one’s own feeding sabitd behaviors when a family member is in need of
care - that is, when one’s body is still fragilevanen one is ill. The child’s body is thus gradydtirmed,

even after birth, and should be strengthened. a&en by the parents is crucial to this process.

When a child is born, it has a body éndkaron— at times translated as “soul”, at times as “dgub
If the child is already born witkaron its skin needs to be strong in order to protedtdm dangef.
Anyone’s karon may be absent for some time; this is what alldies,instance, dreaming. But it should
always return to the body, or the person will di¢hen someone dies, thi@ron remains and the body
deteriorates. Thus, a child should be preventeu tying too much or being upset with the pareatgdo
long, at the risk of itkaronleaving and not returning. A chikhronneeds to be taken care of by otkaron

in the event of death.

This shows that, if a person is formed by body kann it is the presence of both that constitutes
her and keeps her alive, interacting with the tivimhe fragility of a young child is manifestedtirese two
components of her person. If the child is too yquitggkaron may be more easily lost, finding it more
difficult to return to the body. Therefore, caresld be taken not to let it be exposed to the presef the
dead, who miss their living relatives and are akviying to bring them closer by stealing or cajpigitheir
karon That is why one should always talk to the chitdreo that they are kept in the world of the living
When a child cries too much, or is upset, it iseesadly vulnerable and may let hkearon fly away. More
than calm her down, one should talk to her, intenath her, keep the communication, the relatiomgpin

order to maintain thkaronaround.

The skin k&), enclosure which envelops the body and cont&i@kdron is the indicator of a child’s
development. As it grows harder and stronger, thk meeds less and less care. It is also imbued wi
meaning. Turner (1995, p. 149) has emphasized @yad conception of the skin as a dividing linensen
energies internal to the body and the outside waid, in his terms, much like the interface betwee
individual and society. That is also why Turner &isgizes the importance of personal hygiene; by vargo
from the skin the remains of natural elements fhexple are constantly manipulating, it provides the
necessary step for socializing this boundary batwedividual and society (to be dirty, he affirnis,anti-
social). Giannini (1991) remarked how the skinlgba sign of well-being and a means for securinghe
shows how, for the Mebengokré-Xikrin, skin diseases signs of unbalance or weak connection between
the elements that constitute the person. Convera€eliiard” skin, as the Xikrin put it, is a signatithese
elements are balanced and well-connected: “It istihhe skin [...] that secures the individual’'s physic
integrity, but the internal elements. In this senbke skin is the site where the individual’s inir(material

and immaterial) aspects are expressed” (Giannidl 10 153).

Skin diseases are not regarded as dangerous nmsehaes, but as signs of a person’s internal
disintegration. Similarly, body painting over thidrshighlights, emphasizes and complements this; sig

becomes the “social skin” of which Turner speal@6@) — a reflection of the person’s condition, a e

® Check also Giannini (1991) for the constitutionXarin personhood and its constitutive elements.



seen below, but also a means of “shaping” and titigeinternal, natural and non-socialized energibgh

acquire social form through painting (Turner, 199kgtal, 1992).

Given the strong connection between kaeon and the body, in order to minimize risks the latter
should be strengthened and well formed so as terb&ipport théaron It is therefore vital to strengthen

the child’s body and, in the meantime, take spex@at so the child is protected and safe.

The mebengokré-xikrin person is not only body karbry it also needs to receive a name. As other
Jé-speaking peoples (Melatti, 1976), for the Melo&ngrXikrin the person who makes the child’s body a
those who give her the name (her nominators) adesaould be different. In the formation of the pers
there are therefore two important kinds of relagionhose who give her the body can never give ter t
name, and these relations are differently manifestedifferent arenas — the construction of theybd
something to be done at home, while the name, whigj be accompanied by ritual prescriptions, grirds
person her participation in rituals and is manddsat certain moments in the village courtyard. The
nominators are therefore not those who should ¢uétantly) take care of the child’s body akeaton, but
those who make room for them in rituals and inrtbewvorks whereby social identities are transmitidue
names survive the person, and circulate by beamgsinitted — one of the risks associated with notiginas
precisely during ritual moments, when the deadrreto the village and tend to get closer to theimimees
in order to dance with them and share their ritoéé. Thus, additional care should be taken dutivese
periods, so that the proximity with the spiritstioé dead will not cause more deaths, especiallyngrgoung
children; that is why they are taken from their lesnauring the rituals — when the dead occupy theame

are never left aloné.

The life period that we would call childhdoid marked by various stages, and is definitelgetb
when people generate their own children. So, fer Mebengokré-Xikrin, maternity and paternity define
what we call maturity. There are also different rdeg of maturity, which are marked by the number of
children; this defines people’s inclusion in ageegaries (Vidal, 1977a, 1977b). This is also troredld age,
to which the Mebengokré-Xikrin refer as that lifage when the person can no longer generate ahjldre

thus passing such responsibility on to their owitdoén.

The Ornamentation of Children

" See the studies by Vanessa Lea (1986, 1992, b®98)mination and names among the Mebengokré.

8 | refer here to debates on the universality ofdtfiod — that is, of a conception of childhood aifeastage or a
feeling of infancy —, particularly Ariés’s (1978rtminology demonstrating the formation of such iseents in France
by means of a historiography review beginning i fincient Regime. The question here is how we ctraltslate the
experiences regarding children based on the framewfochildhood — and this is an especially relevgurestion in the
case of indigenous children (Cohn, 2005; TassirZ@7). In this study, this issue will always begant, since it is
about realizing the differences as well as thelanities between children and adults.



Brazilian ethnology has long shown that the faltiica of the body is fundamental for the
constitution of the person and the social among ird&an peoples (Coelho de Souza, 2001, 2002, 2004;
Lima, 1996, 2005; Seeger; DaMatta; Viveiros de @ast979; Viveiros de Castro, 2002). A great ddal o
their efforts, rituals, and techniques aim at tloatimual and continuous fabrication of the bodw,sth
constructing the indigenous person herself as aglher humanity. This is especially salient andwvaatt
among the Mebengokré, for whom bodily painting andamentation are means for expressing both one’s
personhood and one’s constitution. Since birth, ibdy of the mebengokré baby is taken care of and
decorated following a logic that is at once aestheommunicative and therapeutic. Body paintingl an
ornamentation, as various studies have shown, mséef a variety of materials — of many colors, lisne
and origins —, graphic motifs and application teghas in order to promote health and well-beingyal as
to communicate people’s conditions. This is truedibages, during the entire lifespan, and in ldekitis so
important and significant that it is also a powenftay of communicating the specificity of the chéd

experiences, her life stages and transition tot aiftel

As soon as a baby is born, it gets painted withicte (rucu), the red color of which lends it the
mark of life and interaction (Turner 1977, 199%3.dmell connects the child with the living, beaitss as
pleasant to the latter as unpleasant to the dethl(\M 992). Ornamentation is made with cotton, alihis
tied around the wrists, waist, and ankles. Theiis €for both genders) and lips (for boys) are gdrand
marked with cotton. As soon as the umbilical calisfout, the navel is painted for the first timghablack
paint from thgenipapofruit, initially by the grandmother’s fingers araen, when the skin is hardened, by a
brush made of buripalm. Children’s paintings are done with a spete¢dom of graphic motifs relatively
to that of the adults, who have their bodies caveveh motifs marked by gender and age groups. kiath
excel at covering their children’s bodies with icéite motifs according to their own creativity anduosity.
Particularly revealing is the habit of covering ttteldren’s face painting, made with intricate nf®wf fine
lines ofjenipapq with layers ofurucupaste which makes the fine black lines invisibléh®eyes. As Turner
(1995) has pointed out, this should be understaoa mark of interaction, which is on the face, abthe
eyes and mouth, and on the limbs — hands and €®ekred byurucy, they encompass the black, which

contains the drives (which are, by the way, namstgs the dead and the village margiuk),

While an infant, the child’s body is painted mesdensively from the neck to wrists and ankles. As
the skin is hardened, as the Xikrin say, their ad@mts become more abundant and incorporate new
materials such as bird feathers and seeds. Theautoof the mebengokré child vis-a-vis its pardats
gradually constructed as its body is strengtheniahdcomes less fragile and dependent of boditg tg
the parents. This is acknowledged when the childwshenough autonomy for moving around and
communicating, that is, when it learns to walk aodalk. At this moment, the mother paints for firet
time without using the infant motifs, applying ieatl the motifs also used for adults. The lattetonger
covers the entire body; it is cut at the lower ndokearms and calves, leaving the ankles, wrists reeck
paintless. The hair is cut over the forehead, wligchareful and sumptuously painted and adornags th

indicating to everyone that the child is growingf@, 2000a; Vidal, 1992).



Picture 1. Children ornamented for nomination atlieginning of a ritual.

The Mebengokré-Xikrin emphasize seeing and heamgenses for perceiving and understanding
the world. Correspondingly, the eyes and ears ay&ns for learning and acquiring knowledge. As ddig
Seeger (1980) in a comparison of bodily ornamemisrg Jé-speaking peoples, these organs are marked a
intervened upon by means of ear lobe plugs, lalfaéiskakorg and lip disks or pluggbaridjua). For the
Mebengokré, this translates, for both genders,entarging the pierced ear lobe, something whictorge in
the early infancy by means of wooden cylindricalgsl which may be plain or adorned with small cot®nu
and feathers. Such ear adornments are worn byrehildntil they are able to walk on their own. This
moment is marked by body paintings following a mautif, a new haircut, new adornments, and remof/al o

the lip plug®

Picture 2. Cousins admire their respective ornasent

The labret, on the other hand, is a male adornpemnexcellence, and is directly related with asstre
on oratory capacity. Piercing directly below thevés lip is performed days after birth. A cottonirsgr
threaded through the small opening is eventualyamed by small strings adorned with beads, serds a
small coconuts, and then feathers. Today, in thegeés by the Bacaja river, boys use these lalirgisthey
are around ten. After that, they dispose of thdms; ltp hole remains for life, but it is small. Therge
wooden or stone plugsorn by men are no longer in use. Labrats signs of male oratory capacity, and
their maximum size can only be reached when a mable to fully realize his oratory, that is, whHemnis
mature® It is interesting to note that, if the labistno longer used by adults, it is still used bildten, as
lip piercing is still performed. It is as if the Kin have abandoned the lip disk, but kept its maiiversion
— a minimalist version, but still full of meaninlj. keeps the same logic of ear markers — that aigba
marker of childhood by intervening in the organspefception and communicative interaction with the
world, something which is crucial in the processsotialization and humanization of the person. ©the
objects perform the passage from childhood to hdall, marked by a social acknowledgement of the

reproductive capacity of girls and boys and thusparing them for marriage and parenthood. This is a

° Seeger (1981) noted that in other Jé-speakingl@¢op lobe dilators remain in use during life, ingva moral control
function which is not present among the Mebengodikéin. | claim, on the contrary, that, if the ueéthebaridjua is
limited to childhood, its mark is for life. A goadarge) ear hole is something that every Mebengdkkén should
display. What we have here is the dissociatiomnir tof the full realization of speech and heariranf the markings on
their organs, but not a minimization of its val&er more on this discussion, see Cohn (2000b, $-148).

1 Turner (1981, p. 120-121) has described for theote, also mebengokré but different from the Xikrthe
sequence for enlarging the lip plate after mal@aition. It is accelerated when the man reacheslegory of “father
of many children”, and becomes more active in ayato



condition not only for the consolidation of marsadut for their inclusion in the female and mateups
around which part of the productive and ritual \atés as well as female body painting are orgahize
(Fisher, 2001). From a certain point of view, parases mark the passage from childhood to adulffeoati
are not therefore “children’s” objects. But it isteresting to think of them, as Seeger (1980) amchdr
(1981, 1995) have done, as part of the complexaafykntervention and ornamentation that marks the
passage from birth to the first steps, and themaoriage. The penis case is given to the boy wheers h
initiated — it marks, as these authors have ndiedreproductive capacity and sexual potency. Ime&uts
words (1995, p. 158-159), it is “simultaneously @bz acknowledgement of the young man’s mature

sexuality, and an instrumental as well as symhoifmosition of a social limit on its expressioft”.

If the passage to adult life finds its highest nearkn the birth of the first child, which makes
marriage effective, includes the parents in the eafegories appropriate to their condition as wasllin
production and reciprocity, the penis case is #mognition of such possibility. Correspondinglyr the
girls there is thearapé& a shoulder belt made up of red cotton which mablesr reproductive capacity
(Turner, 1995, p. 155). When she becomes a madathiereplaced by thépoia (a'i). Theampredjobelt can
also play this role in this system; it is used ysgvho are old enough to get married, and isrofteade up

of red cotton.

There is a logic behind the appropriateness ofgusimd producing adornments for the children,
especially during their early years. It runs acraé®bjects mentioned here, and is founded insgmabolic
value feathers have for the Mebengokré-Xikrin. Tiiassociated on the one hand with ritual tramsébion
into a bird and, on the other, with risk. GiannjhD91, f. 173) shows that, as part of this tramefdion,
during rituals there is a transition from plant adoents to adornments made of feathers and othér bi
materials such as thezuldoegg. She also notes that the manipulation or ugeathiers bring danger, and
should be performed while following admonitions amirdictions such as those referring to childoesick
people. There is here an analogy with the ornartientaf children, who should begin by using ornatsen
made of plant materials (cotton, vegetable fibemsall coconuts, seeds), then pass on to feathesidesed
as being less dangerous, and only later on maywieey large feather sets. For the same reasonaadsb
mark the growth of a child according to the matenah which it is made. The first armbands worn &y
child, after it has used exclusively strings arotinel wrists and ankles, are made of red cottonsamall
coconutsi(i ) and are worn abundantly around the arms, not ionilge forearm. Armbandp#dijié aby are
commonly used by children at a stage immediatelping the use of red cotton armbands. These are

made of cotton and macaw feathers, or weavedawsind adorned with feathers.

Bodily adornment is a complex that should be urtdedsin its entirety, encompassing the body

painting patterns, ornaments, and materials appligtie body. The passages effected in one aspéliso

1 Even though Seeger’s suggestions are interestimg trecuperated here, | reassert here a remarorhtby later
research developments on Jé-speaking peoples wilicterns his claim (Seeger, 1980, p. 54) that tmral of
sexuality is made effective by the attribution lod¢ {penis case, as opposed to the development &de¢neral morals”.
To the contrary, it should be regarded as part ®fstem of interventions and fabrication of the yadhich involves
also the capacity to see, hear, understand, judigkact appropriately (Cohn, 2000b).



system are thus analogous to those that take plaar®other. Not by chance, the first material tcabplied
on the child’s head before it is able to walk isvefetable origin: a white resindore kak§ which, in the
first ornamentation after the child is able to tateefirst steps, may be replaced by feathers ef kimg
vulture @k kakd. Theazuldoegg, whose shell is blue and should be poundentdéfeing applied to the
face, is exclusively used during rituals or theamnentation of the dead. During rituals, it is phiteid for

infants as well as for their mothers, for the daagemay bring.

This logic explains why children’s adornments argarticular during their early years. After a dhil
is able to walk, and its new condition is markedl aisplayed precisely by the complex body painting,
haircut and ornamentation, it will use adornmerithe same kind as the adults (Cohn, 2002, p. B4-+
armbands, headdresses, shell necklaces, beads, skedlder belts, chest belts, and so forth. Thbgects
are worn by the children according to their ownaitprerogatives; therefore, they belong both tadtachnd

children.

It is interesting to note that among the Mebengoki&in the children may be ornamented on a
regular basis, whenever new painting is applieds Way, they assemble adornments which are theialri
prerogative, that is, an object whose use is aogedive transmitted along the same line that bestbem a
personal name and contributes to the formatiorheir tsocial identity. As | have emphasized elsewher
(Cohn, 2000a), these objects are worn by adultg dufing rituals, while the children wear them waeer
they receive a nejenipapo painting, in order to make explicit their sociakidity and thus gradually

constitute it.

But a child’s body painting and adornments for @lupurposes do not differ from that of adults. The
preparation of the dead body includes its hygiem& @rnamentation with body painting and adornments.
The ornamentation of the deceased makes use ofiaiserescribed for early childhood such asdhealdo
egg, and of cuts and motifs appropriate to agedopest The story told above shows this in a qurikirsg
manner. The deceased child could not yet walk,isapper head was unshaved (thus not having shesred
the patternokd). This is done for the first time as part of theedal ornamentation that a child receives
when it is able to take its first steps, and isoredlat each ritudf In life, he was painted as an infant. But as
he was being prepared for the funeral, he underthentransformation that occurs with all childresridg
their lifetime as they become adults. He was takethe cemetery adorned and painted as an aduftgdar

ritual — or, as a deceased person.

Death and the Dead

As we have seen, for the Mebengokré-Xikrin kheonmay be temporarily absent from the sleeping

body in order to wander around, something that makessible both dreaming and shamanic activitytiDea

12.5ee Turner (1977, 1995) for the symbols associaiéthaircuts.



on the other hand, is an irreversible separatioonefskaron (commonly glossed as soul, or double) from
one’s body. Without delving much deeper into reftats on escathology, the Mebengokré-Xikrin do not
have a single version of the dead’s destiny. If/thee described as wandering solitarily about, #eyalso
regarded as a collective that welcomes the receettgased and lives, much as the living, in “vésgf the
dead”. In fact, as Vidal (1983, p. 321) has showvrs less the destiny of the dead than a ruptutk the

world of the living which is emphasized in mebengpkikrin conceptions of death.

After the flesh of the buried body is consumedHhmsy earth, what is left are the bones — and uatil n
too long ago, they were treated and kept by thadivelatives for the second obseqtiles and thekaron,
besides, as Lea (1986, 1992, 1995) has remarkedjames which are transmitted along the generations
Before the flesh is entirely consumed by the eartt thekaronis entirely detached from the body, the
deceased is the object of great care. The deadrpersbjects of daily and ritual use are kept nexthe
grave, along with water (in case he gets thirshyg a fire that is lit in the early evening so thatdoes not
feel cold. When thé&aron detaches definitely from the body, it will leavedameet the other dead. Its
journey is long and dangerous. Once it gets tlieiewelcomed by ritual weeping — as seen abowemas
the living welcome their relatives when they retfnom a long journey — and tells the news aboutithieg
relatives (Vidal, 1983, p. 321). There, they camtirihe life-cycle: they get married; the childresised by
older relatives, grow up. But the dead also suffez of the living’s plus common ills: they missitieved
ones. This is why they ask for news about the djvin order to know when they will meet again. Tltleys
move closer to the gardens — which occupy an iredrany space between the village and the forestich
they inhabit, a sort of domesticated outside (Gi@Enl991) — in order to see their living relativagain.
That is why the latter are always spitting wherytge to the gardens; it is a habit that keeps pivés of the
dead at a distance, so they are not vulnerablestmé¢karon Similarly, the dead return to the village in arde
to watch the rituals performed by the living. Foeattreason, those who watch the ritual abandon tioenes
and camp on the courtyard, between the space afahees and the houses — the latter are left éodéad.
In sum, the dead are always seeking to get closthet living, in order to take them away with therhe
Mebengokré-Xikrin fear the approximation of karon In fact, much of shamanic activity is about
negotiating with the dead over the souls they heaygtured in order to rescue them and thus avoithdea
Thus, the main difficulty faced by the Mebengokr&s with respect to death is the separation,rtipure
with the world of the living. This separation shdbtile realized fully, so that the living will facanmimal risk
of being captured and brought over to the worlthefdead — a risk that, as | have emphasizedgiehifor

children.

Thus the emphasis of mebengokré escathology thepassage from the world of the living to the

world of the dead, since “what comes next doesimtetest the living and lies beyond any possibibify

13| do not know of any data suggesting whether thatient of the bones during the second obsequiehwere
traditionally carried out by the Mebengokré-Xikuiiffers between children and adults. This wouldénheen a good
complementary piece of information for the compamisthat are being done here.



control” (Vidal, 1983, p. 321). This passage igwarsible but never a real rupture, as the deadirem

connected to the living by consanguinity ties, alwdays long for the moment of reunion.

For the children, this poses especial problemthesare always at greater risk of being captused b
the dead. As seen above, this is due to the greakeerability of theirkaron which is weakly attached to
the bodies that contain them. Thkaron may be absent from the body for longer and getyesst; as
children know little, theikaronmay find it more difficult to return to the patbwiards the body that contains
them. Themekaron’ — the spirit of the dead, always missing theirtreéss and wandering about the villages,
gardens and rituals — are constantly in searcheafkaronto keep them company; and the childkamon

are an easy prey.

Children however continue to run significant rigkgen after death — or even after tHeiron have
irreversibly left their bodies. If thi&aron journey is always dangerous, this is especiallg i children.
They need a companion, an adult relative, to st@mtthe way, to protect it from being eaten byjdgriar
(Cohn, 20004a; Vidal, 1983). That is why, in thergtiotold, the thunder heard during the night wascpived
as a sign that the dead, the thunder, were corniggtt“someone’s child’nte’d nhé kr— that is, a chift

that would depend on an older relative to showthg for meeting with the other dead.

The Death of Adults and Children

| claimed that a foray into the mebengokré esdatgiyoand the way they construct the body and the
person could help us better understand the paatitiels of child vulnerability, the mourning of &ild’s
death, and the relations between the children aeddead and their destiny. | will thus conclude by
comparing some elements in order to unveil diffeesnbetween adults and children with respect tthdea

and relations with the dead.

The vulnerability of children stems from the flagconnection between their body akaron This
is manifest in the treatment of the body and inceons about treating their skin so that it becofhesd”
and “strong”. It is also manifest in the concerrihwkeeping the child’«aroninteracting with the living,
present in the world of the living especially dgrimoments of greater risk such as when the chighggy
or wishing to remain at a distance. Lower vulndigbio being attracted by the dead is achievedeéiter
connecting the child’'s constitutive elements, and dtrengthening its relations with the living. This
vulnerability will be restored when the person iden, that is, when one carries the weight of #lations

which were taken away during one’s lifetime — tliere, one is more vulnerable to the dead’s quest fo

14 As can be remarked, the dead are named afteeléhisent of the person which constitute them andthvbirvives
the degeneration of the body — the ethekaabn— plus the-me which is a prefix of collectivization.

151t is worth remarking that the “child of” is theay they refer to children that were captured durirags, referring to
the collectives of origin. This coming of the deadsearch for children is thus analogous to thestpra of war and
kidnapping of the enemies’ children, who are raiseithe village and turned into mebengokré (Col6).



reunion. The importance of speech and mastery theetanguage of the living fully mebengokré (Cohn,
2000b, 2006) is manifested in the practice of spepko the child, of keeping communication with her
whenever there is a risk. This is done in ordekeep it interacting with the living, present inghwvorld, and

therefore less vulnerable to being taken to therottorld by the dead.

Especially at this stage, in which the skin is faitong” enough, the constitutive elements are not
yet connected. Thé&aron is therefore more vulnerable to capture, and wwatiof substance become
especially important. As has been known for longs iat this moment of restrictions by the parenthe
couvade- that interdictions are most strict. The literathas debated its consequences for the constitition
mebengokré social relations and social structutee $tory told above indicates its importance fag th
construction of the person and its formation. Tlead boy was being nursed by his grandmother, and
everyone agreed that she was taking all precauti@isvere necessary. This could be attested bygdbd
condition of her own young daughter, whom she wlas aursing. It became clear, in the debate that
followed his death, that it was his mother who mheste disrespected the interdictions. But it watshsp
who was nursing. When asked about whether it wasitilising woman who should take the necessary care
for the good quality of the milk given to the chiltie women were clear: who should take such catiei
mother, who had made, fabricated the child. Inrsssgthis statement is not surprising, as the ttozleof
substance” connecting those who made the childhendvell-being for the entire life is common to ad-
speaking societies. It has been well describedcarminented on by scholarship on these indigenougpgro
What is interesting and revealing in this caséésdmphasis in this relation even when the mothabsent,
and the child is being nursed by another woman. &ttensive care to be taken with the mother’s nsilk

still up to the mother, even when she is not ngrée child.

There are also differences between mourning ati add a child: the haircut, as mentioned above;
the period of mourning, which lasts longer for @etesed adult; the markers of the end of mourniog&f
deceased adult, they include the consumption cdteaiand meat by their remaining relatives after fioé
activities are reassumed; but this is not the &asthe children, who are fed only mother’s milkhere are
also contrasts in terms of what is left at the denyefor the deceaseéfiWhen an adult is buried, pieces of
hair, water and personal belongings are left orgtieend or hanging. For the child, one leaves ardjer —
or, in the story narrated here, the saline soluttrcuring dehydration. When an adult or a childoacan
already walk and speak dies, they can be feltdanestime at those sites where they used to warirrta
the kitchen, the bedroom, the garden,khpex djato move/work — place). For an infant, this pereae is
shorter, and may be felt by hearing its cry for theastka djax— that is, its wishes to nurse. But the infant
never travels alone to the world of the dead; d@udth always be fetched by a relative. There welat af
comments on this during the storm that occurreddthethe boy died, from late night until shortlyeafthe

burial. It was considered a sign that the deadduee to fetch the boy. They recalled that one efdiders

% Turner (1966, p. 119) has remarked that thedja, the case that contains the child’s umbilical cardl its first
adornments, is buried with it. This author also bagizes that this case symbolizes the child’s drpanhd that it
should be buried under a fallen hardwood tree abttte child will grown up strong.



had said, during the night storm, that the deadidvoome to take someone’s child. In the world &f tiead,

the infant child does not remain as such; it ietakare of by someone, and grows up. In the wdrltieo
living, the separation takes place precisely atrtiement of burial. Just as with the adults, ruptanel
separation is also necessary; the dead childtisaféhe places it had been, its departure is laeteand wept
over by those who stay. The elders cry for allrtdead, and include among them the children theg hast.
Thus, they also add to that ensemble of losseswbaght on their shoulders and make them especially
vulnerable to the dead, due to the amount of l@rezs that wait for them on the other side and fongheir

reunion.

From a certain point of view, the death of a clglanore likely because of her greater vulnerapbilit
to the power of attraction by the dead, to beingtwad by the spirits of the dead. On the otherdhits
death seems to be a weakened version of the deathadult; the mourning is shorter, and the cdrthe
body is less laborious. But the clue from body araatation seems, again, more revealing and fruitful
account for the similarities and differences betwte adults’ and children’s deaths, for their posttem

fate and mourning.

If the differences in mourning, burial, and treatrhof the dead body of children and adults follow
broader logic which pertains to the difference e children and adults in terms of physical cetut#bin,
care for their well-being and formation, relatiomgich they establish and emphasize, ornamentadiath,so
forth, these differences have a clear limit; tiisitlis revealed during the preparation of the béatyburial.

As seen above, body ornamentation is, in life, ofethe most powerful means for promoting and
communicating differences and transformations ith lehildren and adults. It is precisely this metre is
affected with death — when the differences areegkamdeed, the risk, the care, and the treatmetheo
body in order to avoid death, or when death arriges different for children and adults. Theseet#hces
should not only be highlighted and taken into actpbut can only be fully understood when the cptioa

of personhood and its formation is linked to thiatdeath, within this system which operates diffélsefor
children and adults. But death operates a transfbtom which makes children and adults equivalent in
opposition to the living. Thus, the body of the Idhis treated as that of an adult; it receives the
ornamentation of an adult for the burial. This @@sethe pressing need for rupture with the deacdhvis
also true for the children. In other words, asssteel above, it is treated as the body of a deceaged when

it pertains to a life cycle yet to be accomplishethe world of the dead; from the point of viewtbé living,

this body is therefore ageless.
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