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The role of “The praying person” in bone cleaning and secondary burial on Yonaguni
Island, Okinawa
Kenji Karaki

The methods of corpse disposal can be categorized into the broad categories of simple
disposal and compound disposal, and when compound disposal is selected, bone cleaning
and secondary burial are required. On Yonaguni Island, there are no crematoriums, but
in the event that a person’s place of death was in a city such as Ishigaki or Naha, the
corpse 1s often cremated before being returned to the island. Funeral services at
Yonaguni Island predominantly consist of simple disposal by cremation, but as some
islanders select compound disposal, Yonaguni Island is one of the few islands that
perform bone cleaning and secondary burials today.

Previous essays on funeral services on Yonaguni Island have focused on persons with
spiritual powers, referred to as “persons who send off the dead” (shisha wo okuru hito).
What these essays do not discuss, however, are the “praying (ogami) persons” of
Yonaguni Island, who serve a religious function at bone cleanings and secondary burials
(senkotsu kaisd). The purpose of this paper is to examine the practices of praying
persons at annual memorial services (nenki hoyo), which include bone cleaning and
secondary burial, a topic that has not been reported until now.

The methods of corpse disposal can be categorized into the broad categories of simple
disposal and compound disposal, and when compound disposal is selected, bone cleaning
and secondary burial are required. On Yonaguni Island, there are no crematoriums, but
in the event that a person’s place of death was in a city such as Ishigaki or Naha, the
corpse is often cremated before being returned to the island. Funeral services at
Yonaguni Island predominantly consist of simple disposal by cremation, but as some
islanders select compound disposal, Yonaguni Island is one of the few islands that
perform bone cleaning and secondary burials today. In prior research, bone cleaning and
secondary burial, as well as the annual memorial service, are described as important
processes for the souls of the dead to become ancestral spirits or to be deified. However,
a re-examination through the study of cases on Yonaguni Island made it clear that such
sweeping statements cannot be made.

This paper presents two example cases of bone cleaning and secondary burial, as
well as annual memorial services, and explains the processes of the rites. Then, upon
verification of the processes, consideration is given to various issues—notably, the
burden on the bereaved of preparing for the bone cleaning and secondary burial, the
dead person’s relative status as an ancestral spirit depending on the time of death, and
the differences between the practices of the two praying persons in bone cleaning and

secondary burial on Yonaguni Island.
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EEBENETR, ALY EHEMIIOZAIIEIM LT AU A0 NiiTEh#E(k T2 (Human
Behavior and Evolution Society) @748 A% —{Zl%, “Human universal machine” &9
DOBRHDRNZENTH ST, TDELINPESIIUENARLIELE LT, brlbrloetM
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2 Matt Cartmill &Fred H. Smith 2009 The Human Lineage (Foundation of Human

Biology), Wiley-Blackwell.
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When the dead call: Okinawan Ancestor Worship in Brazil

Victor Hugo Kebbe

Abstract

The aim of this paper is to discuss the practice of ancestor worship performed by
Okinawan descent in Sdo Paulo, Brazil. This paper was based on an extensive ethnographic
research in the city of Sdo Paulo, in which the author conducted a series of interviews with
religious experts such as the Yuta, as well as visiting other religious centers of great
acceptance among the Okinawan descendants. With several descendants now in the seventh
generation and 20,000 kilometers far away from Okinawa, we can observe through the
practice of ancestor worship changes and transformations in the perceptions of family and
kinship among these people, bringing serious issues to Social Anthropology. We could find
new the ways in which religious hybridity affect the perception of these descendants of what
the Okinawan traditions and Okinawan Spirituality are, on how they affect their daily life.
The author intended to identify new forms of hybridism, not only religious, but also cultural,
in this diasporic contexto. Such hybridisms seem to denote a great capacity for inventiveness

and performance among the Okinawan descendants nowadays.

Keywords

Okinawa, Kinship, Shamanism, Religion, Japanese Brazilians, Religious Hybridity

1. Introduction

In this paper, I intend to cover an analysis of the Okinawan spiritual dimension when
faced with kinship and the migratory phenomenon, i.e. the diasporic context of Okinawan
descendants living in S&o Paulo and on how they face Okinawan traditions and religious
hybridity. Dating from 1908 with the first Japanese immigrants arriving in Brazil, the
immigrants from Okinawa, and subsequently, some of their descendants, are facing daily
battles to maintain the pre-migration traditions and Okinawan religion, the ancestor
worship and, later associated with the notion of spirituality. At first, how Okinawan descent
reconcile traditions, family and religion, with many of them already considering themselves
as detached from Okinawan culture? Secondly, this diasporic situation is important because
it can show us the transformations over time and when confronted with different contexts

such as the Brazilian society and its religious backgrounds.
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Related to kinship, Okinawan spirituality is commonly confused as a set of Okinawan
traditions, which for some has been “lost” or “abandoned” over the generations. The
structural detachment, particularly when discussing kinship, becomes evident when
Okinawan descendants fail to perform the ancestor worship, or when they do not assume
the idea of their parents, grandparents, great-grandparents and other ancestors as fully

active in the life of the living.

As a structural repair, such as observed in northern Japan by Ellen Schattschneider
(Schattschneider 2001; 2003; 2004), ancestral spirits return to the lives of the living causing
a series of misfortunes, with spiritual debts that cross generations. With the aid of religious
experts, such as the noro and yuta, the messages from the ancestors and its interpretations
come to the living relatives, demanding an approach or rapprochement with the Okinawan
traditions, a spiritual dimension long neglected. This reflection on the notions of tradition
itself is particularly interesting as it enables us to observe the inferences of the diasporic
context in the formation and invention of new traditions (Yanagisako 2002), marked in this
case by religious hybridity (Mori 2008; 2012).

We have younger Okinawans suffering all sorts of spiritual problems, on account of the
supposed abandonment of the Okinawan traditions. Some of the most common dilemmas
faced by these Okinawan descendants are problems within the family, or financial
difficulties that persist among family members over generations, in addition to cases of
health problems that afflict some individuals and which may originate in spiritual matters.
Here we have at least two questions that deserve to be investigated, first a) to understand
what the Okinawan descendants in Sao Paulo city calls by tradition, something that is
continually reframed, invented and reinvented (Yanagisako 2002). Secondly, we have a
unique chance to observe b) the modulations and changes in kinship when faced with

religious-spiritual dimension.

In some occasions, I adopt the term "spirituality!" as a starting point of this analysis, for

being a native expression commonly spoken by Okinawan descendants during my fieldwork,

1T recognize the complexity of the term, especially on its use in Social Anthropology,
adopting here just because it was quite heard in the field. "Spirituality" and the syncretic
practices associated generally implies contact with "spirits" of various levels, whereas the
ancestor worship as practiced in Okinawa and its variations in Brazil generally turn to the
plane of kinship. However, I have observed some cases in field research in which the uses
and understandings of such notions are confused, opening a powerful field of analysis. This
1s possible due to the syncretic religious systems operating in Brazil, as observed by Bastide
(2001), Brown and Bick (1987).
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but also because of the complexity of this dimension of the Okinawan daily life, some of them
frequently associated with the Shamanic practice of mediums as the yuta, or even in the
participation of specific religious centers for these cases. As observed by Mori (2008; 2012)
and André (2007; 2011), this diasporic context is permeated by various processes of religious
syncretism and cultural hybridity, presenting a synthesis of various dimensions, whose

boundaries between them are visibly blurred.

As Shinto and its hybrids in Japan and in the world (Yamakage 2006), it is virtually
difficult to adopt the term "religion" in the present case, as a sealed box supported and
recognizable by its dogmas. As pointed out by Hendry (2013) and Nakagawa (2008), it is
technically problematic to adopt the category "Religion" as conceived in the West, for the
Japanese case: in this case, the researcher must be sensitive to the hybrids and the plurality

of practices found in Japan.

According to Robinson (1969), the spiritual practices in Okinawa is a mixture of native
and external influences, in which different densities are difficult to be measured. It can be
seen traces of the Shinto interference, Taoism, Confucianism and various Buddhist schools.
In the Brazilian case, we need to consider not only the diasporic phenomenon that
approximates Brazil, Okinawa (and Japan, if we consider all Japanese immigration to
Brazil) (Lesser 2000; 2003; Mori 2003; Sakurai 1999), but also the complex Brazilian
religious system because of the syncretism and hybridization processes (Bastide 2001;
Brown & Bick 1987).

To conduct an analysis of the complex relationship between kinship, migration and
religiosity, this research comprised an ethnographic research on several fronts, held in the
city of Sao Paulo, Brazil. Using the idea of a thick description (Geertz 1989) and aware of
the discussions about ethnographic authority (Clifford 1988), I had as main objective to
understand through the native categories the meaningful practices of the life experience of
this group when confronted with varied perceptions of Family and kinship. I conducted
several semi-structured interviews the years 2013, 2014 and 2016 not only with religious
specialists like the yuta, but also attended religious spaces like the Love for Jesus Spiritist
Center (popularly known as Little House, as will be discussed in this paper). As a
counterpoint, I also accompanied several families of Okinawan descendants in the cities of

Sao Paulo, Araraquara and Presidente Prudente.

2. Okinawa in facts

According to Beillevaire (2003), little attention is given to the Okinawan cosmology in

the research academy. What we know about the Okinawa cosmology comes from the Omoro
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Soshi, a compilation of poems and shamanic songs of Okinawa and Amami Islands (Drake
1990; 1996) and records made by visitors from China and Japan (Sered 1999). Established
initially as the Ryukya Kindgom in 1429, Okinawa comprises 140 islands southwest of
Japan, of which only 36 are inhabited (Turnbull 2009).

Situated between Japan and China, since its beginning the Eyukyi Kingdom remained
as an independent political entity, establishing political and economic ties in the area. It is
interesting to note the development of Shuri language, and a system of values, kinship and

a distinct religion system totally different from the Japanese.

This strategic position of Ryukyu was a strong reason for the Japanese Satsuma
Expedition in 1609, thus establishing an advanced post to contain possible Chinese or
Korean invasions (Turnbull 2009). After more than two centuries paying tributes to feudal
Japan, Okinawa was finally annexed to Japan in 1871 in the middle of the Meiji Era,
forming an archipelago known until today as the Nansei-shoto (the Japanese Southwest
Islands).

Despite a number of similarities between Japan and Okinawa, due to the spatial
arrangements of the islands, they have gone through different historical processes,
attracting the attention of scholars in the 1920s and 1930s, with the efforts of folklorists
such as Yanagita Kunio, Orikuchi Shinobu and Yanagi Soetsu. In these early efforts,
Okinawa and ryukyiian culture were categorized as an initial or primeval "civilizing stage",

considered by some as the roots of Japanese culture.

On the differences between Ryiakyd and Japan, we can see the variances of the ancestor
worship, cosmology and kinship systems in ways that affect the lives of their descendants
living outside the archipelago. As pointed out by Kerr (2000), Mori (2003; 2012), Sered (1997;
1999) and Turnbull (2009), such particularities acts as the main engine to form distinct
1dentity perceptions averse to a Japanese national identity, which can also be seen among

Okinawan descendants in Brazil.

With the Japanese Immigration to Brazil starting in 1908, we observed the beginning of
a powerful transnational phenomenon, with several Okinawan (and Japanese) immigrants
arriving in Brazil and establishing the biggest concentration of Japanese descendants
outside Japan (Silva 2012). Up to its seventh generation of descendants, we can consider the
Okinawan migration to Brazil a diasporic phenomenon that maintains, updates and invents

new ties and traditions between Brazil and Okinawa/Japan.

The growing number of community associations and its activities in Sdo Paulo city is just

an example of the attempt to maintain a pre-migratory culture, which is, according to Mori
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(2003), a continuous process of "reinvention". First, I intend to introduce some aspects of the

Okinawan kinship and how it’s seen among the Okinawan descendants in Brazil.

3. Okinawan Kinship

Okinawan kinship? presents a diversity of practices and customs according to the spatial
arrangement of the archipelago's islands. Such variations can be found in Okinawan
cosmology, funerary customs and the ancestor worship (Smith 1974). These practices can be
verified by the large amount of ethnographies focused on Okinawa, most of them available
only in Japanese (Baksheev 2008). At the same time, similarities with the japanese
primogeniture system are notorious, indicating possible exchanges with Japan in ancient

times, especially as observed in the burial customs (Noguchi 1966).

In this familial system, the emphasis is on primogeniture, thus the eldest male child
inherits the name of the munchi and its duties, aiming to maintain the social position and
political status that it has in the community. Hence, younger sons have less family pressure
for marriage, and they are those who promotes the expansion of munchi through the

establishment of several branches of the family name.

According to the Okinawan cosmology (Baksheev 2008; Beillevaire 2003; Mabuchi 1980),
the spatial arrangement of Okinawan houses (yaa) and its own internal arrangements
(Beillevaire 2003; Mabuchi 1980; Tanaka 1977) are mainly marked by kinship relations,
whose logic of the munchii transcends the past, present and future, defining the community

as a perpetual entity (Tanaka 1977).

Okinawan kinship keeps a very specific relationship between uya-faafii (ancestors and
parents) and Kwaa-maaga (offspring). In this system, the ego is framed in a hierarchy,
indicating perpetual obligations of duties and responsibilities to the uya-faafuji. At the same
time, he/she must sustain the transmission of family traditions to the Kwaa-maaga. In this
logic, the head of munchi has the obligation to take care of his family and to ensure the
social relations of his munchi with others. At the same time, he must keep and strengthen

the relations with his parents and his ancestors (Tanaka 1977).

2 We can observe a great diversity of practices and arrangements of kinship in Okinawa,
widely discussed with several ethnographies conducted in the archipelago, some of which I
highlight the work of Baksheev (2008), Beillevaire (1982; 2003), Inoue (2007), Lebra (1966),
Owehand (1985), Smith (1974), Noguchi (1966) and Tanaka (1977). My purpose here is just
to outline some common points, some of which have been mentioned by my interlocutors in

field research.
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According to Tanaka (1977) and her study at the Inoha Village, Motobu, in this kinship
system there is the importance of blood as substance that ensures unchangeable and non-
transferable properties, so A i1s related to B, showing a symmetrical and bilateral
relationship between father and mother (Tanaka 1977; Inoue 2007). On the other hand,
semen acts as a second substance which defines the line of succession of agnatic descendants,
and thus the arrangement and the perpetuation of the munchii over space and time. While
blood can be diluted in the offspring (considering the father's blood combined with the
mother's blood), semen acts as a fixed or unchanging substance that persists for several

generations (Tanaka 1977).

Thus, a girl or woman ends up being the end of the line for the transmission of the
munchi, even if she is the result of a perfect combination of the father’s blood and the
mother's blood, because she cannot transmit the semen. According to Noguchi (1966) and
Tanaka (1977), this is reflected in the Okinawan funerary customs, because only after the
death of her spouse that she can be reabsorbed into the patrilineal lineage of her husband.
In the case of no male heirs, it is allowed to the family to adopt a relative of the father's

lineage in order to guarantee the continuity of the muncha (Mori 2012).

Tanaka (1977) points out that in Inoha there is a cosmological explanation for the kinship
ties. In this case, innis a force that acts as a universal law. The inn justifies the filial love
of Kwaa-maaga towards uya-faafuji, just like the Greek notion of Fate in Fortes (1959),
something that should be understood and practiced by all members of the family, otherwise,
those who are ignorant to such dictates are considered "non-human" (Tanaka 1977 : 37).
Thereby, the most important motivation for the filial love is the recognition and
maintenance of humanity (chu), hoping, when worshiping the uya-~faafuji and other
ancestors, 1) the Okinawan descendants can guarantee luck and protection; but also 2) these

descendants do not lose their humanity (Tanaka 1977).

One way to understand the Okinawan kinship and especially in the ways it updates itself
over time, is approaching to the notion of société a maison or House Society for Lévi-Strauss
(1986, 1991, 1996). Lévi-Strauss (1986, 1991, 1996) had already perceived societies scattered
around the globe that are not necessarily oriented in families, lineages or clans, and a new
definition is needed to explain these societies where kinship forms are made in different

ways, encompassing everyone in the idea of House.

The notion of House encompasses a moral person in which it is possible to observe the
social relations on a daily basis, and yet, because they do not have a language of their own,
they lend and subvert the available language of kinship (Lévi-Strauss 1986; 1991; 1996;

Newell 1976; Silva 2012). Such a notion is very useful for us to understand the complexity
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of this kinship system, and especially in the ways in which it is perceived in Brazil by the

Okinawan descendants, as will be discussed throughout this paper.

4. Kinship and ancestor worship

Ancestor worship plays a key role in Japan (Newell 1976). Considering the Chinese
influences on Asia since from the past, and the practice of honoring and remembering the
dead (Baksheev 2008; Robinson 1969), we can find these practices in Japan as well, with
regional variances that should be noted. In case of the Okinawan kinship system, all the
living relatives are obliged to respect, protect and care for the spirits of deceased with
offerings and prayers, which can be seen with the ritual care of memorial tablets, all placed
in the family altar known as butsudan or buchidan. It is possible to verify the centrality of
the family oratory within the Okinawan family, something that is also felt and observed

among Okinawan descent living in Sao Paulo.

As the Okinawan kinship transcends or overflows time and space, the descendants of
Okinawan around the world are bound by the same bonds of duties and obligations. The
neglect or forgetfulness of ancestors ultimately results in some kind of spiritual sanction:
they become “unhappy”, "cold ancestors" and dangerous, threatening the family with
diseases and misfortunes of all sorts (Tanaka 1977). The possibility of spiritual retribution

ends up being cause for fear among the living relatives.

Distended in space and time in a perpetual entity, Okinawan kinship crosses the seas
and continents, transferring a number of duties and obligations to the new generations,
noted in the statements of my interlocutors in Brazil. "In Okinawa everyone is a relative,
everyone is related to someone" is a recurring expression, something that is transposed to
all the generations of descendants and also a driving force when they want to differentiate

themselves from the "Japanese3".

Related to the Okinawan kinship, the ancestor worship is a complex ritual of honor and
homage to supernatural entities (Tanaka, 1977). This practice is carried out at various times
of the year, invariably centered on the family altar known as the butsudan or buchidan, a
piece of furniture similar to a closet where are placed the memorial tablets with the name

of the deceased (ihai/ihee/ifee), incense, photos of the deceased and offerings of all kinds.

3 It is interesting to see the Okinawan descendants resort to kinship to perceive the
difference between Japanese (naichi) and Okinawan (Uchinanchu), which was heard in the
field as the Japanese being a “cold people” versus an Okinawan “hot people”. Regarding
these inflections, see SILVA, 2016.

98



CERNEEsE] 575 (2017)

The butsudan acts as a portal of ancestral spirits, being a sacred space inside the Okinawan

houses.

The services themselves are divided into three types, the kamigutu, or offerings to the
deities or kami, the munchigutu, the offerings to the patrilineal descent group and

gwansugutu, the latter exclusive to the issues of the closest ancestors.

The differences between the Japanese and Okinawan ancestor worship is the persistence
of the ancestors over time. While in Japan the memorial tablets with the names of ancestors
can be duplicated or incinerated as soon as the ancestor ceases to be remembered (after 50
years of death), in Okinawa such tablets cannot be duplicated, nor destroyed (Tanaka 1977).
Thus, it is common to find among Okinawan descendants in Brazil memorial tablets and

photographs of relatives they've never met in their family altar.

Arranged in a perpetual line in time and space, we see how the Okinawan kinship
transcends Okinawa, with family members all around the world, in this case, with living
and deceased relatives. It is interesting to observe the kinship transformations in different
contexts, such as the case of the Japanese immigration to Brazil, which dates from 1908

with the arrival of the first ship with Japanese and Okinawan immigrants from Japan.

In Brazil we can see these transformations especially at the ancestor worship and how it
is performed according to each family. We can see the yuta, an Okinawan shaman who acts
not only in Okinawa but in Brazil as well, as an important catalyst character who affects in
various ways the daily lives of the Okinawan descendants. Faced with a complex religious
system, the ritual practice of the yuta and the understandings of the Okinawan traditions
undergoes a series of reinventions, transformations and negotiations (Mori 2012), aiming to
give account of the symbolic efficacy when confronted with the background and religious

diversity of the Okinawan descendants.

The religious culture of Okinawa is strongly marked by gender, with the women officially
and publicly leading the religious sphere (Sered 1997; 1999). As spiritual guardians, some
Okinawan women hold a monopoly on the local rituals as the yuta. Women of Okinawa share
the mundane roles of sisters and daughters in one instance, mothers and wives, but always

considered as sacred beings.

Despite the many similarities with Japanese shamans4, either in some practices and the

use of certain ritual objects and in some functions, the Okinawan shamans have different

4 Japan has a vast amount of shamanism practitioners in various parts of the archipelago,
with profound similarities in queries, functions, rituals, music, utensils, etc. The most

famous shamans are the itako, gomiso and kamisama in Honshu, tsusu among the Ainu of
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characteristics, in particular for maintaining the use of a ritual repertoire that comes from
China (Sered 2004). According to Takiguchi (1990), the Okinawan shamans occupy a liminal
space within the Okinawan society, as can be seen between the kankakariya of Miyako,

Okinawa:

"By definition the shaman is a [iminal being. He is a mediator between this
and the other world; his presence 1s betwixt and between the human and
supernatural. In a trance, possessed by the divine force, he becomes the
focus of fervent attention of the client and seance audience. Manifesting the
power of the gods, the shaman indicates what is causing the extravagant
behavior of a usually frugal and submissive housewife or ensures the
success of the enterprise that an ambitious businessman has just
undertaken. Incarnating the ancestor suffering from severe punishments
in the afterworld, he moans with pain, asking for pacifying rituals (..). The
role the people of Miyako assign to their shamans roughly corresponds to
that of " folk therapist "religious figures who find out causes of domestic
and personal troubles and solicit divine support to solve them through
ritual and divination.” (Takiguchi 1990:1)

Sered (1999) shows that the Okinawan women occupy three specific functions, such as
norol nuru, highlighted originally by Shuri government when Okinawa was still Ryiikyad; the
kaminchu, divine persons directly connected to the community; and the yuta, those who deal

with divination and worldly affairs.

The yuta or the Okinawan shaman/medium, acts more directly on individual and on
family level (Knecht 2009). They work on the mediation between individuals with the
Okinawan cosmology and they can see things that ordinary people cannot see (Sered 1997;
1999). They can make predictions for the future, identify causes of misfortune, read the
sacred books and guide how the deceased should be buried, making the connection between
the world of the living with the world the dead (Sered 1999).

Hokkaido, the noro/nuru, kaminchu and yuta in Okinawa (Sasamori 2004). Usually,
Japanese shamans are women, known by the broader term of miko (daughter of a divine
being), fujoor just fiisha (medium) (Kawamura 2003; Knecht 2004). According Knecht (2004),

the Japanese scholars adopt the generic term fujo or fusha to practitioners of shamanism.
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I'd like to propose that we can see the ancestor worship in the ways of a maussian gift
economy (1950), in which we embed the living with a series of obligations to the dead, being
the deceased obliged to repay the living with ancestral protection. Interrupting this chain of
obligations between the living and the dead implies in a form of spiritual sanction, as said
by Tanaka (1977). Seeing this issue within a structuralist perspective, what happens
actually is a disruption or error of the structure itself and should be repaired as soon as
possible by one of the two parties involved. It is no wonder that the yuta and their spiritual
practice acquires centrality in these cases, because they are the people who offer the healing

processes, also offering the ways to reattach the world of the living with the dead again.

Since the Okinawan kinship pervades spirituality and religion as well, the yuta have

important roles in kinship transformations, especially in Brazil, as we’ll see from now on.

5. Case study: Ana and her considerations on Spirituality

With several problems that pervades generations, I must point out a case of a family of
Okinawan descendants in Sao Paulo city. This particular case shows a family who 1is still
suffering with the loss of family members, in addition to financial and health problems that

extends for almost a decade.

Descendant of Okinawan and already in the third generation by paternal and maternal
grandparents, since her six-year-old Ana received the visit of spirits, especially one related
to the family, the grandfather she never met in life. With diabetes from birth, Ana had a
turbulent childhood combined with ghostly visions and recurring health problems, in which

has always been taught as related to "spiritual problems".

Ana warned me since our first interview: "it is better not start studying the Okinawan
spirituality, because it's too much trouble." Just like Jeanne Favret-Saada recalls (2010:11),
Ana was trying to say or to ask me if “I was strong enough” to begin a research of this kind,
showing the huge investment I would have to do to establish a relationship with my

interlocutors in the field.

As a warning, Ana told me that when she was a small child, she woke up at dawn to
drink water and walked barefoot to the kitchen. For some unknown reason, his mother woke
up at the same time and followed her, when she starts screaming desperately to her
daughter. Her mother was saying that Ana was dirtying all the kitchen floor with blood
footprints. When washing her feet, Ana saw that there were no injuries at all that could

explain the blood. Saying she had a "uncontrolled mediumship," Ana adds that the
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lightbulbs in the rooms where she walks in starts to burn or blink, in addition to her diabetes

which fluctuates dramatically, with no medical explanation.

A 28-years-old Ana has always moved by various religious institutions, seeking to fill a
gap that she knew since her childhood as a "spiritual gap." Ana had been entrusted with the
mission of keeping the religious tradition in the family, long lost and that could now cause

endless problems. This mission had been given by a yuta in Sao Paulo:

Ana - usually the yuta are called (or consulted, in the cases of yuta that is
not going to the house of the families) when the family realizes that it has
strange things happening, usually when the family has financial problems
or some of the children are facing strange things, just like not getting any
job, or when he/she has car accidents or when someone says he or she is
seeing a lot of ghosts and visions... or, in more extreme cases, when someone
gets some serious disease. When the family realizes that things are going
bad, they call a yuta to understand what’s happening... since Okinawa has
a huge spiritual tradition, (...) the family usually looks for the yuta trying
to communicate with the family's ancestors, because most of the problems

are directly related to the butsudan.

We can see that Okinawan spirituality or “tradition” is related to Okinawan kinship,
through the figure and key role of the butsudan, the family altar. Ana told me that her

mission had been given by some ancestor, in this case, her paternal grandfather.

Victor Hugo - When was the first time you heard of the yuta?

Ana - When I was 10, when I got diabetes.

Victor Hugo - How was it? Do you remember what she told you? What did
you think on that occasion?

Ana — It was somehow strange, because no one in my family has diabetes,
so I went to see a yuta, who guided me until I was 16 years old. She talked
to my deceased grandfather and said that my diabetes was, in fact, a sign
of a spiritual mission. I started to cry of fear, then he said that it was not
to be afraid because I had seen him before. On that day, he told me that, as
my father had no male heir, he passed me the responsibility to take care of
the butsudan of my family. In fact, I met a yuta before I had 10 years old,
because of my grandfather. I started seeing him when I was just six years

old. My visions become stronger when I was 10 years old.
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Victor Hugo — How your parents told you about the yuta?

Ana — They simply said, 'let's go somewhere, to speak to someone to check
your diabetes'. Then they placed me in the same room with the shaman and
she began to incorporate and I got scared, but I understood what was going
on, because I saw many spirits, especially my grandfather. Then she
incorporated my grandfather and said: 'How long ... you know me, right?".
At that time, I met several yuta! My parents took me to meet many
spiritualists of all religions, desperate to cure my diabetes. They came to

me and told me it was for good reasons, to get cured.

At first, Ana began to consult frequently with yuta, trying to understand the ancestor
worship and the proper rituals to be done at the family altar. This strategy resulted in great
frustration, because she said that "this is the biggest problem, each yuta tells you a different
thing," something already observed by Lebra (1966) when discussing the complexity of
Okinawan cosmology. Because it is based on oral transmission, there is no record of “correct”
healing practices, giving room for inventiveness on an individual basis (Sered 1997; 1999).

Such frustration by "not knowing what to follow" or "what to do" affected Ana’s family.

Over time Ana started to attend Allan Kardec and Umbanda spiritual centers (Brazilian
religion with afro-Brazilian roots), all focused to attend Okinawan descendants. We can see
here the existence of a complex religious system that attends specifically to Okinawan
families in Sao Paulo city, with different nuances of "purity". We can see a fusion of various
religions and esoterisms with and among the yuta practices in Brazil (Mori 2012), focused
to deal with Okinawan descendants who says disconnected from Okinawan traditions. In
these cases, the traditional Okinawan shamanism is not enough to deal or to fix some of the

spiritual problems of these Okinawan descendants.

Ana learned at an Umbanda center that their problems were being caused by the
presence of a doomed samurai, unhappy with the spiritual journey of her family. This
samural would be the cause of sudden wave of her diabetes, and he could only be appeased
with the offering of a katana, a samurai sword. Ana bought and offered a katana to the spirit,

which became her protector, temporarily unravelling the oscillation of her diabetes.

Despite of not knowing if she was related to that samurai, she suspected to be some
remote ancestor. Here we can merge or hypothesize a complex relationship between
Disease/Okinawan Kinship/Umbanda. Because of spirituality, Ana "discovers" new relatives

or, as in this case, reattach or create bonds with "lost" relatives.

Months later, Ana suffered several serious problems. To resolve the issues of her family’s

butsudan, and following the medium guidelines, Ana found out that she needed to add a
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portion of the ashes of her paternal ancestors in her butsudan. To help Ana, her paternal
cousin offered a portion of the ashes of his butsudan, because at the time he was decided to

replace the Okinawan religion by the Allan Kardec’s Spiritism.

Ana told me she knew by the medium that she should take the ashes with a special spoon,
something that should be done with great care. At the time, some of the ashes fell to the
ground and she quickly tried to recover with the spoon. Ana didn’t tell anyone about what

happened.

The next day, his cousin, committed to leave the Okinawan traditions, suffered a severe
stomach bleeding, requiring urgent medical care. Ana recurred to the spiritual center to
repair the spiritual problem at the butsudan, getting involved by a ritual that took a few
weeks. Once restored the order on the altar, his cousin recovered almost miraculously and

began to respect the ancestor worship again.

We can see here the power of the effectiveness of symbols (Lévi-Strauss 1976), in which
spirituality is always orbiting the kinship system. According to Ana, she needs to practice
and develop their spirituality, otherwise, she has health problems and other sorts of
misfortune. Ana was forced to recognize and to respect the Okinawan spirituality at her
childhood, to establish ties with a relative (or relatives) who never met in life (her
grandfather and the samurai), showing complex relations and removing the boundaries and

limits of ancestral kinship, always orbited by the spirituality.

As once told me Shinji Yonamine, seen in the Okinawan community as an expert in the
traditions of Okinawa, it is impossible to dissociate kinship/Okinawan family from
spirituality, because they are actually the same thing. No wonder that Ana’s spiritual

journey coincides invariably with kinship relations.

According Baksheev (2008), Beillevaire (2003), Suzuki (2000; 2013) and Noguchi (1966),
this spiritual journey is extremely important to understand the Okinawan spirituality,
because it mirrors and create multiple intersections between Okinawan cosmology and
Okinawan kinship. According to Baksheev (2008), Beillevaire (2003) and Suzuki (2000,
2013), this may be accessed by the study butsudan and its internal logic of organization that
reflects stages and life and death. At the butsudan we can understand the case of Ana's
cousin on how kinship is strongly related to the spiritual practices, incurring in spiritual

sanctions spoken by Tanaka (1977).

Ana attends to an Umbanda center that keeps some Okinawan descendants as members
nowadays. She reaffirms the importance of the spiritual path as something that "improves"

and makes her daily life better when facing the spiritual problems. She understands that
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she is not free of new problems, what she thinks inherent to this "discovery process", as she

says.

We can see that Anna learned throughout her life some of the Okinawan traditions, some
Okinawan kinship precepts and she was adjusting her routine in part because of the
problems pointed out by the yuta, psychics and other sensitives. However, Ana says she is
now comfortable at the Umbanda center, showing that this trajectory or spiritual path is
somewhat malleable and fruit of a performance capability by my interlocutor: she is hostage
to the ancestor worship or Okinawan traditions, but she seeks to learn other ways of dealing

with it in different ways from those practiced in Okinawa.

6. Dealing with Butsudan in Brazil

The "Little House", as it is called the Love for Jesus Spiritist Center by its participants,
is located near a large concentration of Okinawan establishments in Sdo Paulo city, with
the participation of Kardecists, Okinawan yuta and mediums trained in Umbanda. This
diversity attracts the participation not only of Okinawan descendants in the city, but also of

non-descendants, acting as a prestigious spiritual center in that area.

Love for Jesus Spiritist Center was created in 1963 by a yuta, the deceased mother of the
institution's current president, acting since then in Okinawan traditions, but also coping
with several religious syncretism aimed at dealing with the spiritual problems of families of

Okinawan descendants in Sao Paulo.

"At the time my mother founded the ‘Little House’, nobody wanted to be yuta, because it
was a pejorative word. Today is... My grandparents did not welcome my mother as a yuta.

"Says the president of the institution.

With the participation and the help of various parishioners, “Little House”s mediuns use
blurred definitions of mediumship, with no formal distinctions between Okinawan
traditions, Alan Kardec’s Spiritism or Umbanda in the sessions. Unless when asked directly
about a "title", they designate the sensitive parishioner as a “passista”, someone with the
ability to "receive" messages. Both the president and her husband have psychic abilities and
their youngest daughter was already showing signs that she could also access the

supernatural.

The main room of the “Little House” is rectangular, with a main altar with Catholic
imagery and the Holy Mother next to a photograph of a Japanese godfather dressed in the
Meiji period costumes, besides one Okinawan Japanese figure side by side with a picture of

the Japanese Goddess Amaterasu, with various flowers and offerings. On the walls, small
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signs ask for silence, besides for the use of light-colored clothes and to not cross arms and
legs, these signaling interference in the spiritual reception. According to a Kardecist
medium, a non-Okinawan descendant, she says that crossing arms can interrupt "a current
of energy that comes from space", something that is not found in Okinawan cosmology

according to academic literature.

The mediums and yuta are dressed with white aprons and are seated around a central
table, however, any medium or “passista” can receive a spirit. The other parishioners are
seated in two groups of chairs, one for men and one for women. When asked about the hybrid
imagery at the altar and about the reason for two groups of chairs for men and women, the
president informs to be something inherited from the time of the founders, to avoid "dating".
But we can verify, according to the Okinawan cosmology, the importance of the separation
between Men/Women as something related to “purity”, being the men “purer” in opposition
to the women (Beillevaire 2003).

Held for four times a week, services are organized first with a short introduction
explaining the importance of the ancestor worship, also with recurring problems regarding
spirits of the newly deceased, always followed with the speech of the president and her
husband.

One medium is Dona Tereza, Okinawan descendant who is considered a specialist of
ancestor worship and Okinawan kinship. For some times she emphasized how to perform
the ancestor worship, followed by the daily prayers, which according to the literature, does
not extend to non-descendants. In these cases, h she said that "it did not matter if you’re an
Okinawan descendant or not, because what matters is the family." Within this concept, the
notion of "spirituality" dilutes other ones such as blood: here blood loses its power as an

identity marker and some criteria to define what is kinship and what is not.

One day the services were held by Olinda. Very friendly, Olinda is considered by everyone
as part of the family, despite not being an Okinawan descendant. As Ana told me once, who
had attended the center in the past, "it does not matter the way to do develop the spirituality,
as long as you do it," finally mining the question of boundaries between dJapanese

religions/Okinawan religions/Japanese Brazilians and blood in this case.

After an initial briefing, mediums gather around the main table, some lights are turned
off and they begin to namely call descendants and non-descendants who are in poor health,
money problems, and in the case of recently deceased, they always pray citing Our Lord and
the Holy Mother to each name on the list.

After the prayers the mediums begin to receive spirits of the deceased, spirits that can

be a) newly deceased who are lost or do not know in what spirit world he or she is or b)
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evolved spirits that can be relatives of some participant in that day, reporting on the living

problems, ways to solve, etc.

I witnessed a few times the incorporation of Japanese or Okinawan spirits, with the
medium leaving the message in Japanese or Uchinaguchi, with no translation for the non-
descendant parishioners. In different occasions, Mrs. Keiko, an Okinawan yuta receives
messages and entities in the form of old songs, causing a stir among the present people. As
I once heard in the field, such messages in the form of music are songs of an Okinawan past
that some heard when they were children at home. After this step, they perform more

prayers, ending with a final prayer to Our Lord and the Holy Mother.

After that the layout of the room is changed, where all mediums begin setting up a mass
when all the parishioners will receive a “pass” or blessing words. At this moment, the
participants must take off their glasses/sunglasses, watches and other accoutrements that
can hurt the mediums. They organize two rows around the main table, now occupied with
personal items and water bottles to receive blessings and positive energy. The blessing or
“passe” itself is not the same for everyone: the prayers, blessings and gestures depends on
the medium and his/her religious background, except for the use of salt (symbol of

purification in Okinawa) and fluidic water, both distributed to everyone.

After the main services, the “Little House” is opened for a counseling session, which was
forbidden to me to follow. As the president told me, this segment of the service is very
personal and private, where families seek direct assistance of psychics or yuta to address
issues that do not want to expose in public. Counseling sessions are held in different times
and in different locations inside the “Little House”, always seeking the privacy of the

participants, whose subjects are not revealed or discussed.

The weekly sessions are divided into one for the youth, one for the elder and two open to
everyone, although with no major changes in the session structure, speeches and prayers.
The session for the youth is always preceded by classes teaching how to develop the
mediumship, in which the principles of ancestor worship and Kardecism are taught. When
they reach certain degrees of psychic development, these young descendants may or may

not be promoted to “passistas”, receiving a white apron.

In addition to the regular sessions, the “Little House” still holds monthly lectures with
special guests, "experts" in ancestor worship from different institutions and associations.
They also promote charity events as the annual bingo, always performed with the practice

of mochiyori, with each present bringing a plate of food and some beverages.

All sessions always focus the ancestor worship because, according to the president, it is

an unknown ritual practice to the younger generations. The lectures and classes stresses
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two crucial points that deserve to be mentioned, the first being the importance that should

be given to the figure of the "grandson" or "granddaughter".

Their perception of Okinawan family and Okinawan kinship is focused on the role of the
"grandchildren", symbolized by the relationship of love and affection between
Grandparents/Grandchildren, resembling the relationship of the uya-faafuji and kwaa-
maaga as previously discussed in this paper. "The father who has a son will be one day a
grandfather, and his son will be one day a father and also a grandfather and so on,"
1llustrating the Okinawan kinship as an endless staircase that no matter where is the ego,

he/she is located in the hierarchy.

Another representation discussed by the “Little House” parishioners concerns a tree to
explain the Mutu-ya or simply Mutu, the stem family house, in which we have the ego at
the beginning of the line, then, following a retrospective movement, it results in a bond and
protection of 126 people, considering the family bonds with all the ancestors in this family.
Thus, each person carries family bonds with 126 people (living or dead) that can never be
forgotten. This instance is not found by the academic literature when discussing the

“traditional” Okinawan cosmology, probably being a hybrid rereading practiced in Brazil.

It’s also possible to see several reinterpretations of what "Okinawan tradition" and
Okinawan Kinship is, mediated by religion or spirituality: considering the effectiveness of
symbols by Lévi-Strauss (1976), the yuta need to share their practice spaces with other
practitioners, parishioners and with different religions to be “effective” when attending the

Okinawan descendants in Sao Paulo city.

Here the definitions of kinship and Okinawan traditions are diluted, modulated and re-
signified by the migratory context, allowing not only the hybridity of several religions
(Okinawan shamanism, Spiritism, Umbanda, etc.) and ritual practices that involves the
Okinawan ancestor worship, the proper use of the butsudan and the guidance of the
Okinawan yuta, but also the incorporation of non-descendants in the services. I must say,
again, far from dealing with the yuta as the only ones detaining the monopoly of Okinawan
spirituality, we have in Sao Paulo a complex system of various religious institutions, all of
them working together to fulfill these very specific demands from the Okinawan descent in

capital.

7. Final considerations

We can observe a series of transformations not only in the sphere of Okinawan kinship,

but also in ritual practices. Part of this process is the effect of this diasporic phenomenon
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initiated with Japanese immigration to Brazil, in addition to its several descendants with
the will to maintain the pre-migratory culture of their parents (Lesser 2000). In Brazil, these
people, their traditions and culture are also transformed, now into very dynamic hybrid

forms that simultaneously challenge and enrich the study of culture itself.

As Yanagisako (2002) perceives, as an important effect, the emergence of “new traditions”
referring not only to kinship, but also to what is meant by culture. In the Brazilian case, we
must also consider the powerful religious syncretism already existing in the country,
affecting in unprecedented ways a “hybrid Okinawan tradition”. Mori (2003; 2008; 2012) has
already introduced how these transformations are powerful not only in an Okinawan

Identity discourse, but also in the shamanic practices in Sao Paulo.

These transformations show, in fact, the ingenuity and performance of these Okinawan
descendants in Brazil, using a series of strategies and alternatives to deal with the
"maintenance of traditions" in the country, what Mori (2008; 2012) understands as a creative
reorganization of space and subjectivity, thus creating new identities and new ways to

understand “tradition”.

Associated with the understandings of a complex kinship system such as the Okinawan
kinship, we perceive the emergence of the performance like never before seen. Given the
complexity of this kinship system, it is possible to understand, as I have already said on
another occasion (Silva 2016), not only the variety of practices among the descendants of
Okinawan in Brazil, but also the profusion of a great confusion about “what is right or

b N 13

wrong”, “what or how it should be done” in relation to rituals and the Okinawan traditions.

The cause or consequence of misfortune is, according to the yuta, the lack of respect or
care with the ancestor worship, shedding light to serious questions about kinship and family
to be considered by Social Anthropology. In many cases I could see several Okinawan
descendants who feel "stuck", frustrated or forced to adopt and understand perceptions of
Okinawan kinship, family bonds and relationship that they never met or learned in life,
forcing them to reorganize family routines and the family daily life. We have here a dispute
of legitimacy and authenticity, on the one side being a “culture from Okinawa” and, on the

other hand, its new form, transformed by a succession of hybridisms.

Because of the Okinawan family system still operating, being constructed or reinvented
by the yutain Brazil, these families are indebted to think and to rethink their family bonds
and more important, to build new ones, new family ties, new family arrangements that
involves the inclusion of the dead. In this case, we can see how this transnational migratory
flow between Brazil and Japan affects the family daily life, offering everyday dilemmas that

challenge our own conceptions of what is family.
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LEGRAIN, Laurent. Chanter, sattacher et transmettre chez les Darhad de Mongolie
(Singing, Attachement and Transmission among the Darhads of Mongolia). Paris: Centre
d’Etudes Mongoles et Sibériennes-Ecoles de Hautes Etudes, Collection Nord-Asie 4, 2014.
397 pages. CD. Paper, 27€.

Roger Vanzila Munsi

Legrain must have written this book out of his belief in the Darhad peoples’ common
assumption that the overly strong sense of attachment to songs, music, and sounds of
nature has throughout the ages constituted one of the perennial and fundamental
dimensions of Mongolness. Essentially this research monograph, a substantially revised
and expanded version of the author’s Doctoral Dissertation Research (Free University of
Brussels, 2011), weaves its deft analyses and assessments around an understanding of the
nature and extent of the Darhads’ fondness for a sound continuum—a term aptly coined by
Legrain to denote a fluid continuum of sounds from both the natural and social worlds.
The publication is also accompanied by an illustrative audio CD containing examples of
striking Darhad music recordings (with specific rhythm and tonal patterns) carefully made
in the field by the author on various dates between 2001 and 2005, and some excerpts from
the First Mongolian Music Recording Seasons performed in Moscow in 1935. Although
there have been a number of empirical studies on this intriguing topic, the particular

sample and context of this study give it a distinctive character.

The book is primarily designed to offer a contribution to the ethnographic analysis of
the most important features of the Mongolian musical and sound world, whereby the very
issue of ‘attachment’ is inscribed into contemporary questioning relative to knowledge,
learning and transmission. The author focuses more specifically on the minority
community of the Darhad nomadic shepherds, clustered around the Hoévsgol province in
northern Mongolia, to forge a less explored crucial connection between their long-standing
enhanced sentiments of attachment to song, music, and the sonority of nature, and the
relevant mechanisms set in motion for the continuing transmission of their repertory. The
nature of the two aims generated different approaches, thus making the use of a mixed
methods approach appropriate. Readers are offered relevant secondary and ethnographic
data gleaned periodically (1998-2014) from both Darhad settings (mostly the
Rin¢inlhiimbe District) and Ulaanbaatar—the national capital city located about 1,000
kms from the Darhad Basin. During the twenty-month period of his intensive fieldwork

research for this book, Legrain lived mostly with the Darhads, whose music he studied,
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and attended musical events, both participating in and observing them. This reviewer
must duly praise the author for fully acknowledging, in his short sympathetic Preface
(pp.7-11), the invaluable support he received during the course of the study from his host
Monhbayar and his wife Davaasuren and more importantly, the very particular fact that
his direct observations of their three children, Bambayar, Bumzayaa, and Boyuna over the
years increasingly made him realize how they were naturally and cognitively “attached to
the sounds of Darhad repertory, such as those produced by the rivers, wind, and songs
expressed in their Darhad language lyrics” (p.7). Throughout the book, Legrain thus
presents matters in a way that makes readers understand, from an anthropological
perspective, this time-persisting attachment of the Darhad Mongols to sound art and
music, and its significant role in the transmission of culture which is of special interest in

the context of their post-socialist society.

My overall observation is that Legrain uses the right term and methodology by
elaborating on the fascinating facets of folklore, tradition and intergenerational
transmission (socialization and social learning) among the Darhad Mongols, who are
particularly sensitive to their sound environment. Another immediate ‘scientific’ note is
that the author vividly explains at the outset the reason for his title and then follows that
title in his fine ethnographic narrative that includes a micro-analysis of the main
integrated and interrelated themes of the volume: singing, attachment, transmission and
sound continuum. The scope and detail of Legrain’s research is admirable. By virtue of its
specific focus on the multiple dispositive sites that produce simultaneously features of a
sound continuum and some specific sonic sensibilities, the book ultimately offers many
new insights and links in Darhad musical conceptions that, to the best of my knowledge,
have not previously been analyzed from a mixed methods approach. Similarly, this volume
is most interesting, timely and valuable because it stands, as in the author’s previous
works, at the intersection of several approaches including the anthropology of knowledge,
apprenticeship, cultural transmission and some recent developments in psychology.
Drawing upon the viewpoints developed by Bruno Latour (1999), Genevieve Teil (2001)
and Antoine Hennion (2007) to name but a few, the book also advances further scholarly
and practical understanding of the subject by intelligibly bringing the concept of
attachment into anthropological debates on knowledge and transmission. In this very
respect, Legrain’s research, analysis, and writing are wonderfully evocative. In the opinion
of the reviewer, finally, the author—strongly inspired by Tim Ingold and James Gibson’s
notion of the ‘education of attention’ has been successful in elaborating his analyses within
both the long-term temporality of Mongolian socialist history (1921-1991) and the short-
term temporality of infant socialization. Indeed, the first task Legrain undertakes in his

accessible and insightful Introduction (pp.15-25) is to help readers to immediately gain an

119



Annual Papers of the Anthropological Institute Vol.7 (2017)

understanding of his intrinsic motivation and the rationale for this study—which is very
praiseworthy. Especially good are the lines: “This attraction to what persists (Berliner,
2010) often doubles as an ability to detect continuities where, for my part, I can only hear
upheavals and transformations. Thus, the existing vocal or musical repertoires profoundly
modified during the socialist decades are often perceived as preserving within them the
“substance” (moén canar) of what is and must be [thought of as] the [appropriatel
Mongolian music. The absolute permanence of forms does not matter. The verb damzuulah
(“to pass [something] on”) generally used to denote ‘transmission’ in fact puts more
emphasis on the role of an intermediary or the indirect nature in which a particular object
or message 1s being passed on to a given destination rather than merely on the

permanence of its forms (p.21).”

It is all the more remarkable, according to Legrain’s sense from the field, that specific
“forms of attachment that bind Darhads to songs can only be fully understood by
anchoring them in their relations with the sounds of the world” (p.20). By adopting
different perspectives, the author therefore sought to delve more deeply into a micro-
analysis of this “reactive and creative ear at the same time (and it is in any case always
educated) [...]” (Lortat and Rovsing Olsen 2004: 24, cited by Legrain 2014: 20) and of the
“sounds that titillate it” (p.20). Throughout the narrative Legrain puts much effort into
consistently and productively reconstructing this vital aspect of musical culture in greater
detail while underlining at the same time its tight hold on Mongolian natural settings. In
this regard, the author successfully takes his readers into his confidence within the
Darhad minority community, interests them with apt and often striking illustrations, and
above all, enhances their understanding of his subjects’ substantial critical attention
devoted to singing, attachment, transmission and sound continuum. It is not possible to
review all the details here. In what follows, however, I shall deliberately allude to the most
relevant aspects (scientific composition, structure of the presentation, contents, and
central message) likely to make it easier to read carefully and appreciate the essential

considerations and results of this richly detailed and revealing work.

First and most obvious, in terms of general characteristics it seems fair to suggest that
this substantive volume has been written from a technical perspective. Its extensive
bibliography (over 250 titles) together with a general index and index of names and the
accurate sub-paragraphs and tables of figures testify sufficiently to this. Moreover, the
details and photographs of Darhad individuals and collectivities are attractively set out
and form a useful reference. Acknowledgments included in the Preface inform us that the
author’s research project was successively funded in part through a grant from the Leopold
II Research Subsidy of the Natural Sciences Museum of Brussels (2001), National
Scientific Research Subsidy (2005), French Community of Belgium (2008), and the
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Foundation Wiener-Anspach (under the aegis of Mongolia & Inner Asia Studies). The
Faculty of Social and Political Sciences (Free University of Brussels) also collaborated
financially in the completion of this book. Yet mention might also be added here of the
author’s recollections of that multiple and versatile accompaniment of more than 10 years
of doctoral studies which have to some extent enriched him (as he developed an extremely
detailed understanding of the topic and framework of opportune areas and insights) and,
along the way, contributed to filter his critical readings and his repeated field stays,
without neglecting of course the generosity and acoustic support from Darhad individuals

and households of which he benefited greatly.

The second characteristic of this book is found in its structure. The whole narrative is
lucidly and logically organized in the light of thoughts, feelings, experiences, statements,
meanings, perceptions, behaviors and (ethnically relevant) practices or folk activities of
Darhads. Following the Introduction, the body of the text begins with Chapter I (pp.29-84)
that minutely provides readers with important clues about the ethnographic setting of
Darhads, and outlines the main features of their sound repertory. Important statements
are made here (and reiterated later throughout the main text) in relation to the Darhads’
growing concern for its transmission, even though this repertory reportedly tended to be
preserved and transformed into the folklore of national tradition during the Soviet period,
according to the commonly-known formula of Stalin: “National in form, socialist in
content.” The remaining text is then divided into two main parts, each consisting of two to
three substantial and conceptual chapters that elaborate on the book’s central themes,
with relevant findings from in-depth case studies. Part I (Chapters 2 and 3) explores in
vivid detail the processes that contributed to the joint installation of a post socialist
repertory and a Darhad minority ethnic group, which is quite attentive to phonologic,
stylistic and musical particularities of its popular songs. More interestingly in this sphere,
Legrain presents us with a cogent account of how a man, Jaroslav, helped an ethnic
minority people to focus on local culture surviving the prohibition or strict communist
surveillance (Socialist occupation [1920-1966]). In this framework of analysis and referring
to Lave and Wenger (1991: 47), Legrain asserts at most that the prevailing idea is that the
socialist apparatus polished in its own way a folk repertory in the Darhad Basin before the
arrival of the pioneer activists (p.23). Yet evidently, he aptly observes, the essence of the

ancient music has filtered [deeply] into today’s [refined] music (p.22).

Part II (Chapters 4 to 6), which takes up about half of the book, then unfolds over three
substantive chapters covering the main theme of the book. More specifically, Legrain
excels in giving fine interpretative accounts of the transmission process of this hybrid
attachment to songs, music and sound continuum that have long permeated the Mongolian

steppes. Perhaps most significantly, Legrain tries here to restore a field experience in
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terms of research visits he made several times in the Darhad Basin, in northern Mongolia.
One of the most striking details in this part of the author’s narrative is the episode in
which he managed to follow Darhad children around pastures and engaged with them in
their singing and music exercises. Excelling in this arena, he was able to deliberately
scrutinize the emergence of a heightened sensitivity to the sounds of nature, inflections of
the human voice and melodies of songs. Equally interesting in this context is the author’s
statement that his host family (Monhbayar and his wife, Davaasuren, and their three
children) as well as the singer and lyric poet Jaroslav and Dasah celebrations or
residential processes together with Impromptus accompanying of such ceremonies
significantly served as a melodic incentive ‘extending mutations of the world’ (p.83). This
piece of observation, if anything, reflects the general acknowledgement that the culture in
the Darhad Basin is one of the most vibrantly traditional cultures in Mongolia. Indeed,
ethnographic and historical records show that from time immemorial a great number of
singers, poets, dancers and musicians remained the guardians of memory in this region. In
a sense, the book’s very short (but at the same time true and noteworthy) conclusion
(pp.349-353) entitled “ethnography of contact points” makes some final arguments that
provide readers with a useful holistic framework around which its micro-ethnographic
analysis is structured. A cursive description of the sound continuum as a federator notion
is provided at the end of the text (pp.357-363).

The central organizing thread or operational leitmotif of this book suggests the idea
that the very notion of attachment (the epistemic space accorded to songs) itself calls for
an ethnographic inquiry. It is precisely this Darhad specific notion of the melodic
continuum that the author particularly reflects among many others in the following
chorus: “I love the melodies and songs echoing in equal steppe, I am a Mongolian® (p.353).
The analysis of this one poetical passage, to which others could be added, demonstrates
the kind of powerful passions that the present-day Darhads hold with their songs and
natural sounds. In a crucial sense, Legrain has made a valiant attempt at such
characterization when he rightly states that it is by means of a liquid principle (shapeless,
without form or sense) that Darhad Mongols realize the effect of the song and the poem on
the mind, and its ability to both infiltrate and impregnate sensitivity. It transpires that
text and music are also considered meaningful in this sound continuum. Here it is
interesting to learn that one of the author’s Darhad informants was bursting with
enthusiasm and a desire to demonstrate this important aspect to him by lively and
skillfully declaiming a poem and singing meaningless onomatopoeia in the same tone, then
claiming that there was no difference there at all. It is thus evident to Legrain that this
ethnography of devices and points of contact allows the identification of specific “ways in

which individuals find some mediations, capture and link them to sequence of felicity of
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contact points between humans and sounds” (p.353). Tellingly, this embodies a delineation
of the original identity of Darhads in post-socialist Mongolia on melodic and
performative levels. This is precisely the reason why the author has devoted considerable
space to discussing specific social mechanisms of these most time-persistent musical

patterns and conceptions that made the Darhad sound-culture possible.

With admirable insight Legrain then brings readers to consider further the ways that
tradition—as the inheritance and identical perpetuation of concerned people—continues to
play a significant role in this Darhad context. In this regard, his narrative is fascinating in
teasing out the implications and enmeshments of the behavior and understanding
surrounding the notion of fradition in the culture and society of the Darhad Mongols.
These he fleshes out in more distinctive detail. It should be noted at this juncture, however,
that the author does really help his case by stating that his subjects, with their particular
embodied perspective, have over decades striven to retain their long-standing tradition
and yet practice it with pride—a way of retaining their original identity as they face
pressure from assimilation into the mainstream of Mongolian society. The central thesis
and operational hypothesis of the book, thus appear to be formulated in the concept here:
If seniors transform the rising generations, then the very fact of bringing to life the human
being would in fact be for the author the basic meaning of the verb ‘to educate’
(hiimiiziitileh) in the Mongolian language (p.22). This meaning essentially goes beyond the
general traditional concept of transmission of knowledge which is understood here as “a
simple process of absorption of a given cultural ethos” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, 47—quoted
by Legrain, 2014, 23). Consequently, as Legrain puts it, senior Darhads are not the only
persons responsible for educating the child. Both the keepers of the livestock and

custodians of all the artworks also play a significant role in the educational process (p.22).

More generally, it seems likely that folklore deployed during ceremonial feasts
(Chapter 4) constitute a meeting place par excellence, whereby the Darhads’ commonest
term duu carries the connotations of sound, (human) voice and singing. Very much in the
vein of his analysis, the author seemingly provides readers with a broad picture of the
Darhads whose worldview, consisting of ceremonies, protocols, teachings and knowledge of
history, ensures continued existence through song and music. Substantial evidence has
accrued that some of the Darhad songs pay tribute to or belittle people they know,
characters who have lived among them and ultimately joined the collectivity. In that way,
positive memories and connections are evoked and passed on through generations in
eulogies or panegyric forms. It may well be true that the ongoing presence of the folk and
popular songs in the region ensures that they are (still) remembered and persist in the
social memory and narratives of the Darhads. Moreover, by reporting on this striking

cultural aspect of the well-defined Darhad minority community, it is relatively certain, I
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presume to say, that Legrain has in mind the assumption that, “although we normally
think of tradition as something being handed forward from the past to the present, the
appeal to the authority of tradition, something that is socially much more central, involves
being handed back from the present toward an indeterminable past destination” (Bloch
2005: 131).

Another important theme covered in this book concerns the shift from pastures to
audiences. A careful study of this thread (and of the research on which it draws the idea)
reveals that the volume vividly glorifies an embittered patriotism, or so to say, a kind of
ethnic pride and chauvinist attachment of the Darhad Mongols to their atavistic habits
and customs. It goes almost without saying that Legrain succeeds in reconstructing here a
repertory of songs hummed regularly in folklore and during ceremonies glorifying some
remembered local events (Chapter 4). Of special note, however, is the author’s repeated
recognition of the continued existence and implication of the aforementioned duu—a very
general term used to denote a triple meaning: sound, voice and singing. Readers can infer
how it i1s precisely around this specific term “duu” that the author cogently frames and
elaborates in a wonderful fashion his crucial notion of sound continuum comprising the
sounds from the natural and social worlds. Legrain could not have expressed the gist of
the matter more sharply. In the spirit of previous seminal studies, he makes it amply clear
that all the duu significantly “awaken human organs of hearing” (Cevel 1966: 213) and
more importantly, transmit people’s attachment to local chants (Milton 2002) by
captivating our attention. In this way, it seems quite beyond question that human beings,
born insensitive to sounds, must be educated (Chapter 6) by reinforcing their interest in
hearing the properties attached to sounds. As such, these properties are supposed to
permeate all things. This is partly because the very sound continuum imposes itself on
human ears over generations” (p.25). The underlying concept of ‘sound continuum’ as an
undeniable reality of human beings of course alludes to an important acknowledgement. In
a nutshell, Legrain further attempts to single out a ‘traditional direction’ of ethnography
by aptly observing the lived experiences and behaviors of the Darhads, and by vividly
describing the cultural dimensions of their existence: “From the study of the shepherds
and music classes, I show that you can follow a work of mediation by which, in return, the
sounds transform persons” (p.25; see also pp.350-353 passim). Along these lines, one
therefore goes away from the illusion of a tradition without harmonics, a tradition whose

vagaries of time and circumstances punctuate its evolution.

Finally and most importantly, we are left with the broad catch-all category of
transmitting a sound attachment. By locating the issue within the short-term temporality
of infant socialization, Legrain sought both to replace the emergence of a heady sound

continuum and that of the Darhad individual sensibility to sounds, and to develop a
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concrete description of its causes, appearance and effects. What the author clearly
presents here is forged out of challenging efforts to explore the relevant processes set in
motion by the Darhads in order to further orientate their children’s attention towards the
sound texture of the environment and the effect of their own voice on the inspiring natural
world and people surrounding them. Indeed, it is clear that integrated facts and
considerations are neatly put forward to demonstrate the Darhads’ overly strong sense of
attachment to songs and singing which developed over a long history, and their efforts to
give these musical genres a new meaning in contemporary Mongolian settings. Obviously,
Legrain’s intriguing realization is that the Darhad minority nomads have long been
displaying a heady sound continuum in which text and music are also considered
meaningful; and those of us (anthropologists and ethnographers) trained in Asian area
studies are, in my judgment, encouraged to accept this notion with the greatest of interest.
Hence, the author has here the definite merit of integrating with expertise his analysis of
salient local-level socio-cultural and historical details. This is a significant scholarly

achievement.

Be that as it may, the praise bestowed by the author on education among the Darhad
Mongols can raise more than one question. Is this Darhad ethnic minority so
extraordinary both in this particular Mongolian region and around the world? Does their
way of socialist ‘transmission’ of culture, as admired in the example of singers and
shepherd children and of the ‘revolutionary’ Jaroslav, have nothing in common with other
nationalist figures? For it is reported that the post-socialist structure of Mongolia
emerged in the intertwined relationship of interdependence between national and local-
level actors. To the first question, in a nutshell, the response needs to be nuanced, since
any concrete identity (individual and collective) contains a non-replaceable originality. To
the second question, the independent ideal also allows us to observe that there is no
recognizable originality without some likeness of an ‘activist’ genre or species. Plausibly,
this is because many present-day (de-) colonized people often subscribe to the belief that
pre-and post-colonial periods are not alike nor are they totally different. On the basis of his
findings and long-term field experience, Legrain, in effect, convincingly argues that “[t]he
majority of the Darhad people I met do not think that the actual Darhad sound repertory
is imposed by an urban and national culture. The prevailing idea is that the socialist
apparatus polished in its own way a folk repertory in the Darhad valley before the arrival
of the pioneer activists (p.181)”. To a significant degree, this section of the book offers a
fascinating account that leaves readers who are familiar with Mongolian historical

literature, and the present reviewer, wanting more exploration of this aspect of the study.

It may be said that the analysis offered in this volume has the potential to extend our

understanding of facets of the Darhad sound culture, including cultural exchanges and
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transmissions through typical songs in the Post-Soviet Mongolian context, in which a
number of alternative perspectives have emerged. One thing seems certain: “In post-
socialist Mongolia, song forms and performers themselves have been shaped by the
experiences of past socialist cultural policies and post-socialist relaxations in public
cultural practice” (Plueckhahn 2013). There is a further aspect. In the light of Karl
Raimund Popper’s statement according to which ‘there is no knowledge or truth without
theory,” it is readily apparent to readers that the study presented here significantly entails
several theoretical assumptions that Legrain carefully relates to the ethnography of
contact points. This is in fact echoed by its abundant bibliography. In a similar vein,
readers should not lose sight of the author’s great efforts to follow the requirements of
social and cultural anthropology. This is definitely a matter of carrying out in-depth
fieldwork research in order to understand both the functioning of a given society and its
peoples’ socialization. Equally significant, this approach provides anthropologists and
ethnographers with many theoretical models of ‘intelligibility’ of the lived experiences, and
the opportunity to learn about mechanisms of explaining and bringing closer specific
behaviors in the culture and daily activities of communities and individuals under study.
Briefly, such a more effective and actionable inquiry deploys a more genuine
anthropological approach to culture that ultimately requires researchers to get to know
and interpret important lessons from those persons who communicate with each other

daily by organizing intelligible signs and mechanisms.

Closer reading of this volume can also raise a third crucial question. What really
remains or survives by transmitting knowledge and values from one generation to another,
even if the absolute permanence of the forms is irrelevant? Put differently (and more
heuristically), of what does this ‘folk repertory’ in the cultural fabric of the people
concerned really consist? Admittedly, the clues to identifying what persists in change by
trans-forming and re-actualizing contextually, taking advantage of the circumstances,
readily appear to re-structure themselves in the social regulation process. Even more,
perhaps, this kind of “iron cage” (Max Weber) or identity ‘constructs’ itself over time and
from the vagaries of public space. Consequently, its organization requires sometimes a
very subtle but still dynamic cooperation, within a structuring, of practical responses to
the challenges of daily life. What, then, does it mean for anthropologists? More usually,
anthropologists describe, explain and interpret all this in terms of human behavior, not as
single raw ‘facts’ or ‘stereotyped’ behaviors but rather as social phenomena. It is therefore
possible, according to Legrain, to argue — perfectly validly, if not somewhat simplistically —
that these social phenomena are very significant in that they serve as holders of expressed
or latent intentions and values prized by a historical community according to certain

standards of conduct promoting certain attitudes or execrating other different attitudes.
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Given the simple fact that communities and individuals constitute all these values, it is
therefore also particularly relevant to researchers to get an accurate grasp of the ways in
which the subjects being studied try to communicate themselves verbally and symbolically

by organizing intelligible signs and many other things in their social world.

One more point, however, is abundantly clear. To accomplish their task, scientific
researchers focus their investigations according to the target area and the issues that they
raise. Of course, social and cultural anthropologists do not escape this dual prerequisite
that makes them persons of culture and persuasive communicators. While reading
through Legrain’s volume, we must acknowledge that he successfully excels in
implementing ethnographic principles of social facts and behaviors. He does this, too, with
complete faith in the methodological requirements of collection, classification, analysis,
and explanation. What makes the author’s discussion particularly interesting also is that
he not only bears in mind the peculiar fact that the reality of social phenomena forms itself,
but also gives due consideration to the better known and widely cited intriguing
assumption of Bachelard (1993: 14) that: “For a scientific spirit, all knowledge is a
response to a question. If there has not been a question, there cannot be any scientific
knowledge. Nothing comes from itself [in science]. Nothing is given. Everything is
constructed”. Hence, any significant attempt to understand the functioning of society and
its institutions would be contingent, of course, on that price. Granting this, Legrain’s
cogent argument gains added support from Francis Balle: A “song—as a social institution
in which can develop and consolidate the socialist relationship—is one of the privileged

places of learning, maintenance and updating of conscious identity” (Balle 1994: 36).

The present study certainly inspires and leads readers to value the scientific character
and the successful outcome of investigations such as this, as well as underlining the
pertinence of this volume for the inter-comprehension and peaceful rapprochement
between peoples. We may conclude, as an epilogue, that every song communicates
something specific; thus as “the cause of listening, communication accordingly not only
leads to it but also conditions it. Just as listening is the consequence of communication, so
too knowledge is the result of listening” (Palama 2014: 54). This becomes telling because
one major finding of the author’s previous study is this: The Darhad way of listening
displays “a strongly territorialized musical ear intertwined with biographical memory and
nostalgia for a lost golden age of the long repertory” (Legrain 2009: 335). The present
reviewer was particularly impressed by the way in which Legrain has over the years
experienced social and physical closeness with the Darhads in Northern Mongolia and
discovered great benefits of diving into their fluidity. Truly, the author’s field observation
of the interaction between Darhad individuals and their respective society from a

communication perspective is distinctively a promising approach that opens up relatively
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first hand primary material for micro-analysis in exploring and giving accounts of the

recent past in the Darhad region.

Finally, one might wish to argue that the more readers fit themselves into a balance
between theories and conceptualizations offered by this volume the more they are
encouraged to recognize and appreciate the value of multiple perspectives in
understanding and interpreting meaningfully human communication in the present-day
Darhad society. Interestingly enough, a series of carefully selected field examples and
illustrations for which Legrain proposes a reflexive analysis, significantly enables readers
to connect the book’s main concepts and ideas to their personal experiences and concerns
in Darhad settings. Nevertheless, what I do not fully understand is whether or not time-
persisting patterns of strong attachment to songs and music (highly underscored in several
ways in this book) vary, in a greater degree, from place to place both in the Darhad remote
Shishged Valley and surrounding regions, where many other Mongolian pastoral nomadic
communities most certainly share the same sound cultural tastes that were deeply rooted
in their history. Legrain seems to have left such a single but important ethnographic
question hanging in the air—the question, namely, of clearly tracing out the possible
persistence and evolved connections of his subjects with neighboring communities.
Moreover, it is noteworthy that Legrain’s crucial concept of sound continuum—which
emerges most clearly across multiple chapters—should prove to be a promising and little-
discussed aspect of the Darhad’s musical conceptions. Similarly, readers cannot help but
be impressed by the consistency that is revealed in the author’s detailed narrative
regarding the active role played by this distinctive genre in combining the soul and
tradition of the Darhads while representing at the same time their shared common values,
cultural identity and cherished memories as well as their cultural destiny marked by
socialist history. Admittedly, no account of the present-day Darhads, whether historical,
sociological or cultural, would be complete without mention of their long-standing
musical/sound culture and, more importantly, their overly strong attachment to songs and
music. Fundamentally, the author’s achievement is of a different sort. Ingenuity
notwithstanding, it is the reviewer’s contention that the intriguing concept of sound
continuum intelligibly probed by Legrain still requires greater conceptual scrutiny and
methodological reflection than has been possible here. Such a task can generate more
systematic empirical data, which needs to be accompanied by developments in the way the
relationships between ‘singing, attachment, and transmission’ and the emotive symbols
embodied in them are conceptualized and understood in relation to their specific historical,
religious and cultural settings. These two quibbles, however, do not detract from the

overall success of the study. This book represents a real step forward in the development of
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this particular facet of the subject. It is an important addition to the current literature in

the field of Mongolian and Siberian studies.
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