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5 DRESSING AT DEATH: CLOTHING, TIME,
AND MEMORY IN BUHAYA, TANZANIA

Brad Weiss

v

Discussions of the relation between memory and objects often focus on the
creation of specialized mnemonic forms. This has been true particularly of
discussions of clothing (Weiner 1992; Weiner and Schneider 1989), which em-
phasize the capacity of sacralized heirlooms to preserve continuities across time
and space, and thereby provide a means of remembering. While such analyses
do draw our attention to the ways in which particular objects become imbued
with vital aspects of social identity, they run the risk of overemphasizing the
material substance of such objects at the expense of analytic interest in the
broader sociocultural prot 2ms that create them. At the same time, an exclusive
interest in the creation of long-term contir ities through the use of mnemonic
forms diverts attention away from the crucial role that forgetting may play in the
socioct tural construction of temporality. In spite of the dichotomy commonly
drawn between these processes, forgetting need not be merely an ineffective
attempt to retain information or an unintended consequence of the production
of new forms of knowledge. Rather, in some instances, forgetting can be seen as
an intentional and purposive attempt to create absences that can be crucial to
the reconstruction and revaluation of social meanings and relations (Lass 1988,
Derrida 1986, Battaglia 1992). I suggest that Haya mortuary practices are one
such instance, and that clothing and adornment in particular play a crucial part
in the conjoined processes of remembering and forgetting that are occasioned
by death.

During my fieldwork with Haya communities in the Kagera region of north-
west Tanzania,! I was frequently absorbed in the project of trying to understand
the wide-reaching implications of death as a sociocultural problem in this area.
I was especially interested in the concreteness and specific detail of mortuary
and mourning practices that mediate experiences of death for the Haya. Their
use of cloth and clothing of different kinds is very important to Haya mortuary
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lowed the burial, as the heir assumed his senior position by sitting in the chair
of the former head and wearing his inherited skin.

In northwest Tanzania in the late 1980s, this array of objects belonging to the
deceased, including clothing, is preserved; in fact, my neighbors suggested to
me that it would be especially shameful to destroy the possessions of one’s dead
relatives since these are the principal source of wealth for descendant genera-
tions. What is just as important, however, is the fact that the single item of
clothing most strongly identified with the household head (my neighbors usu-
ally referred to the coat or the kansu? of a man) is used in the installation
process in precisely the same way as the animal skin described earlier. Thus in
spite of the shifting relations between persons and objects over the course of
Haya history, clothing continues to be a critical medium for articulating de-
scent, and especially for objectifying identifications between the authority of
the living and the dead.

There is another intermediate position that clothing occupies, intermediate
to both the order of mortuary practices and descent relations, which is worth
addressing in order to assess what seems to be the importance of clothing in
the construction of symbolic and social authority. Before an heir is installed,
the coat or other item of clothing that will mark his ascendance is used by the
grandchildren of the deceased for a very different purpose. This generation
takes the coat and either creates an effigy of the dead grandfather with it, or
dresses up in imitation of him, parading around the village and demanding
payment for their performance. In either case, my Haya friends said that this
display, which is always received as fairly hilarious, is intended to suggest that
the deceased is not actually dead, but is still around and able to make demands
of his children.

he Haya call this kind of display “joking” (okusilibya) and it is consistent
with the character of relations between grandparents and grandchildren during
their lives. These alternate generations are, to begin with, equivalent in impor-
tant respects. For example, while marriage with a member of one’s mother’s
and certainly father’s clan is strictly prohibited, Haya prefer to marry members
of their grandparents’ clan.® Thus, grandfathers call granddaughters “my wife”
and grandmothers call grandsons “my husband.” It is appropriate, then, that
grandchildren should replicate their grandparents at their death, since, as we
shall see in important respects, they are their grandparents.

At the same time, it is important to understand why this activity is not just
imitation, but joking, and how this joking works. And our understanding turns
on the meanings of the clothing through which this activity is achieved. Re-
member that the same clothing that is used to install an heir in the place of his
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oriented toward the prior activities of raising a daughter that make a marriage
possible. In fact, the term for bridewealth, amakula, derives from the verb
okukula, “to mature or develop.” Such terminology suggests not only that these
offerings are able to make a mature woman out of a girl, but that bridewealth
recognizes and gives thanks for the process of maturinga girl for marriage.

Any offering can be presented or received as a gesture of thanks, a token that
acknowledges the efforts made by the bride’s natal family, efforts that ultimately
will benefit her marital relations. But what is especially significant about the gift
of blankets and sheets in this context is that they not only thank the bride’s
matrikin for their acts of nurturance, they also are intended specifically to
replace a set of similar objects that were used up in the course of these activities.
Through this replacement, then, these gifts of cloth provide a means of remem-
bering the very concrete practices, including the bodily connections of the
mother and the bride to the clothing itself, through which the bride was cared
for and (ultimately) made ready for marriage. Moreover, by evoking and incor-
porating the memory of these maternal activities and objects into the marriage
process itself, these gifts of cloth might be said to reconfigure their significance
in some important respects. Replacing the worn-out blankets and sheets of
child-rearing with new ones at the time of marriage connects these life events
into a cohesive process. These gifts establish a specific orientation to the acts and
 rjects of raising a child, by demonstrating that caring for a daughter antici-
pates her future marriage, itself an event that may explicitly anticipate a future
gift of cloth, the funeral shroud.

What is important, then, is that these marital gifts of cloth work to create
specific sorts of memories, making material recollections of raising a daughter
an aspect of er readiness to be married as a woman. These gifts also give a
definitive temporal orientation to the acts of child-rearing and to the qualities
characteristic of parents’ relations with their children. The blankets and sheets
of bridewealth, then, operate in ways that complement the use and provision of
funeral shrouds. All these forms of clothing the body (whether of infants, or
corpses and mourners) invoke memories, in particular, memories that are
features of intergenerational relations. Similarly, the different uses of these
kinds of clothing can fulfill expectations or anticipated outcomes—in some
cases, even anticipated memorials. Parents may have children in anticipation of
the provision of a burial shroud that will ensure their memorialization at death.
At marriage, memories of child care invoked by blankets and sheets may cause
those actions to be seen as anticipations of that child’s maturation and prepara-
tion for marriage. Clothing, and the exchange of particular kinds of clothing, it
seems, can be seen as crucial media for embedding not just temporal modes of
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