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pleasures. Families in rural areas may also spend the entire night in the graveyard, 
decorating their family graves, listening to music and singing, and sharing a feast 
with their neighbors. 

Ancestor veneration also reinforces the social values regarding family and 
kinship. In traditional Chinese society, the spirits of deceased ancestors remained 
among the living, residing in the family shrine. Family members would regularly 
clean the shrine and provide offerings to please the deceased. Just as children were 
expected to obey and provide for their parents in their lifetimes, they were obliged 
to do the same after death. In fact, a woman who joined her husband’s family would 
not be considered a full member of her husband’s lineage until she died. At that time 
her gravestone would be placed in the family shrine, where she would be venerated 
along with her husband’s ancestors.

Spirits of Nature
Non-industrial peoples’ lives are intimately connected to the natural world in which 
they live. Therefore, spirits of nature inhabit the world around them, in the earth, 
sky, and water. The physical environment, whether it is forest, desert, or plain, is filled 
with supernatural beings and forces that can influence the lives of people there. In 

TABLE 10.1

Excerpt from Cantares Mexicanos #20 by Aztec Poet nezahualcoyotl

nahuatl English

Tiazque yehua xon ahuiacan. 

Niquittoa o ni Nezahualcoyotl. Huia!

Cuix oc nelli nemohua oa in tlalticpac? 

Yhui. Ohuaye.

Annochipa tlalticpac. Zan achica ye 
nican ...

Tel ca chalchihuitl no xamani, no 
teocuitlatl in tlapani, no quetzalli 
poztequi ...

Anochipa tlalticpac zan achica  
ye nican. 

Ohuaya ohuaya.

We will pass away. 

I, Nezahualcoyotl, say, enjoy! 

Do we really live on earth? 

Yhui. Ohuaye. (refrain)

Not forever on earth, only a brief time 
here … 

Even jades fracture, even gold 
ruptures, even quetzal plumes tear: 

Not forever on earth: only a brief time 
here. 

Ohuaya, ohuaya. (refrain)
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