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A Note on Orthography

The Wari’ language has been studied by members of the New Tribes Mission
(NTM) since the mid-1950s. The linguists Royal Taylor and Barbara Kern
have done the most intensive work on the language and on translating books
of the Bible and religious and educational materials. The first major study
published on the Wari’ language appeared in 1997, coauthored by Barbara
Kern and Daniel Everett, a linguist and specialist in Amazonian language
from the University of Pittsburgh and Summer Institute of Linguistics.

The orthography used in this book generally follows the NTM writing sys-
tem, which some Wari’ have learned to read and write. However, I deviate
from the NTM orthography in representing the hard “k” sound. Whereas
the NTM system uses “c” or “qu,” I use “k.” The exception is in individu-
als’ proper names, for which I have retained the spellings with which Wari’
themselves are familiar.

Pronunciation approximates the sounds of vowels in Spanish and conso-
nants in Portuguese or Spanish, with the following exceptions:

c Pronounced like the English k in kiz.

h Pronounced like the English 4 in hot.

j Pronounced like the English y in you.

m  Varies between b and .

qu  Pronounced like the English & in kit.

r Pronounced as in English, with some variation toward d.
x  Varies between ch and sh.

w  Pronounced like the English w in wind.

Denotes a glottal stop, a quick cutoff of the preceding sound in the
back of the throat.

All accents fall on the last syllable. There are dialectic variations in vocabu-
lary and pronunciation among Wari’ populations in various regions. In this
book I generally follow the dialect that predominates in the community of
Santo André.
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INTRODUCTION

“I don’t know if you can understand this, because you have never had a child
die,” Jimon Maram said quietly. “But for a parent, when your child dies, it’s
a sad thing to put his body in the earth.”

His wife, Quimoin, turned away, bowing her head over the baby girl cud-
dled in her lap. Two years earlier, they had buried the child before this one, a
two-year-old son.

“It’s cold in the earth,” Jimon continued, and Quimoin’s shoulders trem-
bled. “We keep remembering our child, lying there, cold. We remember, and
we are sad.” He leaned forward, searching my eyes as if to see whether I could
comprehend what he was trying to explain. Then he concluded:

“It was better in the old days, when the others ate the body. Then we did
not think about our child’s body much. We did not remember our child as
much, and we were not so sad.”

Santo André village, 1987

“In the old days when the others ate the body . . .”

Jimon and Quimoin’s people call themselves Wari’ (pronounced wah-REE),
though in western Brazil, where they live, most outsiders know them as the
Pakaa Nova.! When Jimon and Quimoin were children in the 1950s and
early 1960s, the Wari’ still lived independent of Western civilization, and
they disposed of the bodies of their dead as their ancestors had done, by
eating the roasted flesh, certain internal organs, and sometimes the ground
bones. This book examines how Wari’ understood and experienced this
kind of cannibalism and explores how this seemingly exotic practice reflects

XV
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1. Jimon Maram and Quimoin, with some of their grandchildren.

on broad human questions about love and loss, emotional attachments, and
how people cope with death and bereavement.

Cannibalism used to be the normal treatment for all Wari’ who died of
any cause, except for a few circumstances in which bodies were cremated
rather than eaten. In some funerals, especially funerals for children, all or
most of the flesh was eaten. In funerals for adults and adolescents, often
only part of the flesh was consumed (and the rest was burned), because the
corpse was not roasted until two or three days of crying and eulogizing had
passed, by which time it was nearly too decayed to stomach. Even then,
Wari’ still considered it important to consume at least some of the corpse.
They did not eat their dead because they liked the taste of human flesh, nor
because they needed the meat. Rather, they ate out of a sense of respect and
compassion for the dead person and for the dead person’s family.

The individuals who ate the corpse at a funeral—the “others” of whom
Jimon Maram spoke —were mostly in-laws (affines) of the deceased. Except
in certain exceptional cases, Wari’ did not eat their own close blood rela-
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tives or spouses. The people they ate were individuals to whom they were
not closely related by blood. The duty of eating the corpse at a funeral was
a social obligation among affines, one of the reciprocal services owed to the
families with whom one’s own kin had intermarried.

At funerals, the people who ate the corpse did so at the insistence of the
dead person’s close relatives, who urged the others to eat. Wari” emphasize
that they did not eat for self-gratification; indeed, the decayed state of many
corpses could make cannibalism quite an unpleasant undertaking. Yet even
when the flesh was so putrid that it made them nauseous, some individuals
would still force themselves to swallow bits of it. To refuse to consume any
of the corpse at all would have been seen as an insult to the dead person’s
family and to the memory of the deceased.

When Wari’ talk about their former practice of funerary cannibalism, one
of the recurring themes is that consuming the corpse pleased the dead per-
son’s spirit. Wari” wanted their own corpses to be eaten, or at least cre-
mated.? For dying individuals, the idea of disappearing into fellow tribes-
members’ bodies apparently was considerably more appealing than the
alternative of being left to rot in the ground. In the 1950s and ’60s, when
outsiders forced them to start burying their dead instead of eating them,
Wari” were appalled.

The Wari’ stopped practicing cannibalism after they were contacted by gov-
ernment-sponsored expeditions that set up base camps on the edges of Wari’
territories with the goal of making contact with the Wari’ and persuading
them to accept peaceful relations with the national society. Various groups
of Wari’ entered contact in stages between 1956 and 1969, with the majority
of the population entering contact in 1961-62. In each case, interactions
with outsiders exposed Wari’ to a devastating onslaught of infectious dis-
eases against which they had acquired little or no immunological resistance.
As one epidemic of malaria, influenza, measles, mumps, whooping cough,
and other diseases followed another, hundreds of Wari’ died. Within two or
three years after the beginning of sustained contact, about 6o percent of the
Wari’ population—three out of every five people—were dead.

Constantly sick and traumatized by the sudden loss of so many of their
relatives, those who survived the early postcontact epidemics were often too
weak and demoralized to farm, hunt, fish, or care for their own sick family
members. In order to get the food, antibiotics, and medical care they so
desperately needed, they came to depend heavily on aid provided by Protes-
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tant missionaries, employees of the government Indian agency, and Catholic
priests. Putting an end to cannibalism was a top priority for these outsiders,
and they used a combination of persuasion and coercion to pressure Wari’
to abandon the practice of eating their dead.

Many Wari’ were deeply unhappy about being forced to give up canni-
balism. Burial was a horrifying substitute, a practice they considered bar-
baric. Wari’ think of the ground as cold, wet, and polluting. To leave a loved
one’s body to rot in the dirt was disrespectful and degrading to the dead and
heart-wrenching for those who mourned them. Even today, decades after
they stopped practicing cannibalism, many elderly Wari’ (and even some
middle-aged people like Jimon and Quimoin, who were too young to have
taken part in eating the dead themselves) still find burial emotionally prob-
lematic. They look back upon the cannibalistic funeral practices of their past
with a certain nostalgia for what they describe as a better, more loving and
compassionate way to deal with death and bereavement.

The Question of Compassionate Cannibalism

Understanding this indigenous concept of compassionate cannibalism is the
issue at the heart of this book. In focusing on it, I follow the themes that
Wari’ themselves emphasize when they explain why they used to eat their
dead. Every Wari’ elder living today took part in or witnessed cannibalis-
tic funerals, not just once, but repeatedly. Even though they are aware that
most outsiders see cannibalism as sin or savagery, most still speak openly
about it.

When one asks older men and women, “Why did you eat the dead?” the
answer they give most often is “Je kwerexi” [Thus was our custom]. This
statement deserves to be taken seriously. For Wari’ before the contact, can-
nibalism was the norm. It was how their people had disposed of their dead
for as long as anyone could remember, and it was considered the proper,
most honorable way to treat a corpse. Most Wari’ seem to have given no
more thought to the question of why their society preferred cannibalism
than most North Americans and Europeans give to the question of why our
own societies permit only burial or cremation.

When Wari’ elders do reflect on the deeper significance of what eating
the dead meant to them personally, they tend to talk about this in a remark-
ably consistent way. In conversation after conversation, older women and
men in various villages have independently offered explanations revolving
around two related ideas: that cannibalism was done out of compassion for
the person who was eaten, and that it also was done out of compassion for
the bereaved relatives, as a way to help lessen their sorrow.
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Wari’” express the notion of compassion in the phrase xiram pa’, meaning
to feel sorry for someone. Xiram pa’ wiriko ko mi’ pin na, je para kao’ inon
[I felt sorry for he who had died; that’s why I ate him]. Out of compassion
for the deceased, one ate the corpse. Wari’ also speak of eating the corpse
as an act of compassion for the dead person’s family. This was necessary,
they say, because a corpse left intact is a painful reminder of the lost loved
one, a focus for memories that prolong the grieving process. Making the
corpse disappear by eating it was thought to help family members dwell less
on memories of the person who had passed away, so they eventually might
come to terms with their loss.

When Wari’ talk about this felt need to alleviate sorrow by having the
corpse eaten, they tend to speak, as Jimon Maram did in the passage at
the beginning of this introduction, not from their perspective as eaters, but
from their perspective as mourners who did not eat, as the dead person’s
close relatives who wanted their affines to eat the corpse. Again and again,
older people echoed the idea that, “When the others ate the body, we did
not think longingly about the ones who died; we were not so sad.”

Today, Wari’ speak from the perspective of people who have changed to
a different way of disposing of their dead. Burial is now the universal prac-
tice, and the younger generation thinks of cannibalism as a curious custom
that their grandparents tell about from the old days “when we used to live
in the forest.” Though Wari’ of all ages still hold many of the values and
ideas in which the practice of cannibalism was based, it is almost inconceiv-
able that they would ever think of reviving cannibalism in the future. Young
people have grown up with other ways of living and dying, and the practice
of cannibalism has no part in their images of themselves. Wari’ are keenly
aware that people eating would brand them as savages in the eyes of the
outsiders with whom their lives are now intertwined. Wari’ depend on their
relationships with non-Indians to obtain the goods and services (especially
medicines, schools, ammunition, and metal tools) that they have come to
need and want. At the same time, they want to be left alone to manage their
own community affairs, and they know that the slightest rumor of cannibal-
ism would unleash a barrage of prurient curiosity, criticism, and unwanted
interference from outsiders.

Yet although no one advocates a return to cannibalism, older people’s
conversations about contrasts between the past and the present often ex-
press the feeling that something useful and meaningful has been lost. Some
say that today, when corpses are buried rather than eaten, their thoughts
return over and over to their loved one’s body lying alone under its mound
of dirt in the cemetery outside the village. In the past, when corpses were
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eaten or burned, one did not think so much about the dead, they say, be-
cause eradicating the body removed the most tangible focus for memories
and grief.

My interpretation of Wari’ mortuary cannibalism traces the conceptual
framework behind this indigenous theory of body, memory, and emotion.
The assertion that cannibalism made mourning easier reflects the distinc-
tive ways Wari’ think about the human body, ideas that make the fate of
the corpse a matter of concern and a prime factor in how mourners think
and feel about the dead. Like many other Amazonian Indians, Wari’ see the
human body as a social entity constituted through interactions with others.
In the “anthropology of the body” in lowland South American societies, the
physical body appears as a primary site where personhood, social identi-
ties, and relationships to others are created and perpetuated. Conversely, the
body also is a prime site for enacting and marking changes of identity and
for terminating or transforming relationships. When native South Ameri-
cans dismembered and cooked, ate, or burned a corpse, they were acting to
transform, not just a physical body, but other aspects of the dead person’s
identity or social connections as well.

Wari’ see the body as something that connects the dead and the living
through the ties of blood, flesh, and other elements that close family mem-
bers share with each other, and through the emotional bonds of memory,
especially memories of nurturance and support given and received. Physi-
cal bodies are a source of individuation: our bodies separate us from one
another. But Wari’ also recognize that, through our bodies, we are linked to
each other, not just by ties of birth and blood, but also by the many forms of
sociality and care giving—the feeding, holding, grooming, cuddling, love-
making, healing, and work—exchanged in the course of daily life. Such
life-supporting exchanges create bonds among individuals that are simulta-
neously and inseparably both physical and emotional. In the human body,
Wari’ read histories of social relationships, corporeal records of caring in
both meanings of the word.

For War?’, the connections that develop between individuals in the give-
and-take of social life are embodied connections in the fullest sense. From
the way they talk about loved ones who have passed away recently, it seems
apparent that this sense of embodied connectedness does not necessarily dis-
solve at the moment when a relative dies, but may persist even after the spirit
and consciousness that made social interaction possible are recognized to
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be long gone. Given the body’s salience in Wari’ sociality, it is not surpris-
ing that (as described in Chapter 4), during funerals, expressions of grief
and affection focus on the corpse itself.

This sense of the body as a place where relationships are formed and
transformed is one key to understanding what eating their dead meant for
Wari’. To act upon a corpse to alter or destroy it was to act upon the re-
lationships of which it was comprised. The eradication of the corpse was
intended to help loosen ties that bind the living and the dead too tightly.
Wari’ are keenly aware that prolonged grieving makes it hard for mourners
to get on with their lives. Bereaved individuals, they say, must gradually dis-
engage from dwelling on memories of the past. To accomplish this, it helps
to eradicate reminders that bring the dead person to mind. The corpse itself
is the single most powerful reminder. By removing that material focus for
felt attachments, the ritual process of dismembering and eating or burning
the dead person’s body made it easier, elders say, to think less about the
deceased and achieve some degree of detachment and tranquility.

Cannibalism was not just a destructive act; it also was a creative act. Be-
sides eradicating the corpse, the ritual in which the eating of the dead oc-
curred presented mourners with dramatically new images as they watched
their loved one’s body be cut up and roasted, much like game, divided into
pieces that progressively became less and less identifiable, more and more
similar in appearance to animal meat. This is another piece in the puzzle
of Wari’ funerary cannibalism: it made graphic statements about the loss of
human identity and the destiny of the human spirit, and about meat-eating
and the relations among people, and between humans and animals, through
which food is produced and exchanged.

Wari’ believe that the spirits of their dead join the realm of animal spirits,
from which they return sometimes in the bodies of white-lipped peccaries
(a piglike wild animal) that offer themselves to be hunted to feed their living
loved ones. Thus, Wari’ engaged in a kind of double cannibalism, consum-
ing the flesh of their dead first as human corpses at funerals, and later as
animal prey. The cannibalism that took place at the funeral was one step in
a larger social process of mourning structured around ideas about transfor-
mations and exchanges between living Wari” and the spirits of animals and
ancestors.

Relocating Cannibalism in the Context of Mourning

Although today they no longer destroy the corpse itself, Wari’ continue to
consider it important to remove from their environment everything that
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might evoke memories of individuals who have died. Just as they did in the
past (and as many other South American Indians also do), they burn a dead
person’s house and all of his or her personal possessions. Wari” also change
the appearance of neighboring houses, reroute paths, and burn places in the
forest associated with the deceased. References to those who have recently
died vanish from conversation as people stop using their names altogether
or try to avoid speaking of them as much as possible.

Wari’ emphasize that when they used to destroy corpses by eating or
burning them, this had the same purpose as burning the house and other
acts of destruction aimed at eliminating things that remind mourners of lost
relatives. Elders have been bemused and at times rather irritated by anthro-
pologists’ apparent obsession with the subject of eating human flesh. “Why
are you always asking about eating the ones who died?” one man com-
plained to me. “You talk to me about eating; Denise [Meireles, a Brazilian
ethnographer] came here and asked me about eating. The missionaries and
the priests always used to say, “Why did you eat people? Why did you eat?’
Eating, eating, eating! Eating was not all that we did! We cried, we sang,
we burned the house, we burned all their things.” Pointing at the notebook
in my lap, he directed, “Write about all of this, not just the eating!”

One of my hopes is that this case study of the Wari’ will call attention to
the fruitfulness of thinking about cannibalism in relation to questions about
how cultural frameworks for mourning guide bereaved individuals or make
certain social and symbolic resources available to them in their experiences
of mourning. Funerary cannibalism is, by definition, a cultural response to
the loss of a member of one’s own group, part of how a certain community
copes with a specific person’s death. But although it would seem to be an
obvious approach, scholars have paid little attention to the question of how
the socially constituted symbols of cannibalism relate to bereavement and
processes of coming to terms with the death of a relative or friend. Rather
than focus on questions about mourning and individuals’ emotions, most
ethnographers who have written about funerary cannibalism have focused
on the societal level, analyzing its cultural logic and symbolism, emphasiz-
ing how cannibalism fits into collective systems of thought and meaning.
Symbolic analyses are essential to understanding cannibalism, and the rich
symbolic resonances of Wari’ thought will provide material for anthropolo-
gists and psychologists to analyze for years to come, especially as new de-
tails emerge that illuminate more aspects of precontact Wari’ culture. But
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an approach that treats cannibalism merely as a symbol located in a system
of cultural ideas cannot capture its whole significance. The problem with
limiting analysis to the level of ideas and symbols, as many anthropological
studies have tended to do, is that this leaves out the very aspects that Wari’
themselves emphasize: cannibalism’s relation to subjective experiences of
grief and social processes of mourning.

My approach has been to begin by taking seriously what Wari’ say about
cannibalism’s relation to experiences of bereavement. I treat the eating of
the dead and the acts that surrounded it as pragmatic activities through
which Wari’ constructed and conveyed values, images, and relationships
that individuals could draw upon in dealing with the death of someone close
to them. Approaching cannibalism from this direction resonates with the
more general anthropological trend toward studying ritual as “practice,”
trying to understand how people use rituals, symbols, and beliefs to cope
with concrete problems in social life. From this perspective, the meaning of
a cultural belief or ritual action is seen to be located “not in its pretension to
mirror a so-called external world nor in the way it fits into some supposedly
static ‘system’ of beliefs, but in how it carries people into relation with the
world and with others, transforming their experience, helping them cope
with existence” (Jackson and Karp 1990:20). As institutionalized cannibal-
ism fades out of contemporary human experience, the Wari’ offer one of the
best, and probably one of the last, opportunities to understand how canni-
balism may have served as a symbolic resource for coping with death and
mourning.

Forms of Cannibalism

Before the contact, Wari’ practiced two forms of cannibalism: they con-
sumed the corpses of their fellow Wari’ at funerals, and they ate the flesh
of enemy outsiders whom Wari’ warriors killed. Wari’ saw these two forms
of eating human flesh as quite distinct from each other, and they treated
the corpses of enemies and the corpses of fellow tribesmembers very dif-
ferently. The manner in which they roasted and consumed their own dead
conveyed honor and respect for the person who was eaten. The way they
handled and ate enemy corpses explicitly marked the enemy as a nonperson
and expressed hostility and hatred.

Wari’ emphasize that warfare cannibalism and funerary cannibalism con-
veyed and evoked very different meanings and emotions. They see about as
much of a connection between eating their own dead and eating their ene-
mies as we see between burying our dead and burying our garbage.
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This contrast between the two forms of Wari’ cannibalism corresponds to
the distinction that anthropologists often make between exocannibalism and
endocannibalism. Exocannibalism means eating outsiders— that is, enemies
or other human beings who are not members of one’s own social group.
Endocannibalism means eating insiders, members of one’s own social
group. Since endocannibalism usually takes place during funerals or other
mortuary rituals, it is commonly called mortuary cannibalism or funerary
cannibalism. In this book, I use the terms endocannibalism, mortuary can-
nibalism, and funerary cannibalism interchangeably.

One reason it is worth listening to what Wari’ can tell us about their ex-
periences is that this is some of the most detailed information we have about
endocannibalism. The ethnographic and historical literatures contain a lot
more material on exocannibalism, such as the famous sixteenth-century ac-
counts of the ritual execution and consumption of war captives among the
Tupinambd of coastal Brazil and the Aztecs of central Mexico. It may be that
exocannibalism was more common than endocannibalism, at least in the
past few centuries. For whatever reasons, the information we have on mor-
tuary cannibalism is quite limited, and we are unlikely to obtain much more,
since almost all the peoples who used to practice it have stopped doing so,
leaving few individuals able or willing to speak about their own experiences
with people eating.

The Wari’ case is unusual in that so many individuals who are still alive
today participated in cannibalistic funerals and have been willing to talk
about their experiences with me and other anthropologists, linguists, and
missionaries. Wari’ elders’ testimonies provide one of the richest accounts
of endocannibalism ever recorded, and they speak to some of the aspects
of cannibalism about which we know least. Their perspectives suggest new
insights that might be gained by taking a closer look at the distinctive forms
and meanings of lowland South American cannibalism.

Funerary Cannibalism in Lowland South America

The German ethnographer Hans Becher (1968) once called South America
“the continent of endocannibalism,” for this type of cannibalism seems to
have been more widely practiced in lowland South America than anywhere
else in the world.?> Cannibalism was by no means universal; most South
American Indians probably never engaged in any form of people eating. Yet
mortuary cannibalism has been reported at some time in the past in lowland
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regions ranging from coastal Venezuela and the Caribbean islands in the
north to Paraguay in the south. In the early twentieth century, the greatest
concentration of surviving endocannibalism practices seems to have been
in western Amazonia among native groups located in a broad swath along
both sides of Brazil’s borders with Peru and Bolivia.*

Lowland South American mortuary cannibalism mainly occurred in one
of two forms: people either consumed the ground, roasted bones or bone
ash, or they consumed the cooked flesh. Bone-eating (osteophagy) seems
to have been the more common practice. It was concentrated especially
in northern Brazil, the Upper Orinoco region of southern Venezuela, and
western and northwestern Amazonia. When only the bones were eaten, the
preparation of the corpse would begin with the removal of the flesh. Usually
this was accomplished by cremating the corpse or by burying it for a while
and then exhuming the skeletal remains. Sometimes the corpse was left ex-
posed to the elements until the flesh had rotted away.’ Stripped of flesh, the
bones would be roasted, ground into a powdery meal, and mixed into food
or beverages, such as corn or manioc beer, plantain soup or honey.

Flesh-eating seems to have been less common than bone-eating in South
America, but it has been reported in several areas. A number of Panoan
groups in southeastern Peru reportedly ate the flesh of their dead (Dole
1974:305). In Paraguay, the French ethnographers Pierre and Hélene Clas-
tres collected detailed accounts of flesh-eating at a Guayaki funeral in 1963,
at which, the participants told them, almost the entire corpse was consumed
(P. Clastres 1974, 1998). The Cashinahua consumed both flesh and bones
(McCallum1996b). The Wari’ also practiced both variants of endocan