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Abstract

The “Wawa Pampay” is an Andean funeral ritual that allows Quechua-speaking commu-
nities to collectively process grief over the death of a child, integrating ancestral beliefs
and symbolic practices that have been passed down over generations. This study aimed to
understand the cultural and emotional significance of this ritual, as well as to document its
symbolic elements in light of the risk of its disappearance due to sociocultural changes. A
qualitative approach integrating ethnographic methodology was used, combining partic-
ipant observation, in-depth interviews in the Quechua language, and photographic and
audiovisual recording, while always respecting the beliefs and privacy of the participants.
The fieldwork was carried out in a rural community in the Peruvian Andes, with extended
visits and cohabitation with the families. The findings show that the “Wawa Pampay” not
only bids farewell to the deceased child but also reaffirms social cohesion and strengthens
collective memory. Its preservation is key to keeping local cultural identity alive.

Keywords: Andes; tradition; popular culture; Quechua; ceremony

1. Introduction
Cultural expressions in the Andean communities of Peru share similarities with other

South American cultures, although they retain unique characteristics within their local
structures. The traditional conception of the life cycle—birth and death—is deeply rooted
in these practices. Within this framework, marriage customs play a fundamental role in
changes in reproductive patterns, as they reflect tensions and transformations in social
relations. Those accompanying mourning express the expectation that the marriage will
bring more children; therefore, the death of a child should be met with joy. As Balán
(1996) points out, “the broader relevance of marriage customs for the fertility transition
becomes more evident when intergenerational relations and gender relations are considered
separately” (p. 70). This highlights the need to analyze these dynamics independently in
order to understand the demographic transition surrounding Wawa Pampay (the burial of
a deceased infant).

The Andean communities of Peru, which are located mainly in the highlands, preserve
symbolic and spiritual structures that organize their collective life. This research was
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conducted in the village of Magnupampa, located 2300 m above sea level in the Torobamba
Valley, La Mar Province, Ayacucho region. This settlement functioned as a hacienda until
the arrival of the armed movement Sendero Luminoso, whose members expelled the
landowners but left the manor house intact, unlike other haciendas that were completely
burned down. At present, the manor house remains abandoned, and the population is
primarily engaged in avocado exporting. In the 1980s, the community was struck by a
yellow fever epidemic that caused the death of numerous children, a situation compounded
by the violence of the armed movement, which further decimated the population.

In this cultural context, “the apus or wamanis (very tall mountains) are organized
in a pyramidal hierarchy in which the deities are ranked according to their importance”
(Leoni 2005, p. 154). This organization reflects a worldview in which guardian deities
occupy hierarchical positions linked to their spiritual and territorial power, structuring the
relationship between the sacred and the community. However, since “the 1960s, Huamanga
and its surroundings have undergone a rapid process of urbanization and migration from
the countryside to the city, which intensified in the 1980s with the internal armed conflict,
altering the traditional social organization” (Gutiérrez Martínez and Rojas Porras 2021,
p. 376). These transformations have generated tensions between modernity and tradition,
although a notable Andean cultural resistance persists.

Andean societies in Peru face various grievances from sectors of the capital, including
terruqueo and discrimination based on their culture and origin. As has been noted, “politi-
cal accusations against farmers in the Peruvian highlands are common, in the sense that
anyone who protests against the government in power is branded a terrorist (terruqueo)
by the Peruvian press, which is mainly owned by large corporations” (Gutiérrez-Gómez
et al. 2023, p. 5). Ancestral expressions linked to burials in Andean villages are manifested
through rituals that reinforce local identity and have become collectively widespread.
On the cultural level, rituals similar to those addressed in this research are recognized
within Andean communities. One of its variants is the Andean marriage proposal, known
as Warmi urquy, which “presents rituals similar to the llumchuy waqachi potato test”
(Gutiérrez-Gómez et al. 2024, p. 4). This ritual expresses emotional bonds through sym-
bolic practices that reinforce gender roles and cultural belonging, in close relation to
Wawa pampay.

In the Peruvian Andes, the existential dimension is articulated through rituals and
beliefs passed down orally, which express conceptions about life and death. These beliefs
are communicated mainly in Quechua, an ancestral language that is still used in several
regions. According to Andrade Ciudad and Howard (2021), “when speaking in one’s
own indigenous language, runasimi is also sometimes used in the Peruvian regions of
Ayacucho, Huancavelica, Apurímac, and Cuzco, and runasimi in Ecuador” (p. 8). This use
of Runasimi (the speech of the man) reflects a cultural continuity that transcends national
borders. However, today’s everyday speech combines Quechua and Spanish spontaneously,
without a standardized linguistic structure.

In this research, this hybrid form of expression was respected during data collection,
considering its cultural and communicative value. In the rituals of Andean communi-
ties, expressions of religious syncretism persist, evidenced in the practice of worshiping
“Catholic saints, while internally continuing to worship their own, thus giving rise to the
second process of transculturation” (Baby-Ramírez et al. 2025, p. 225). This strategy allowed
them to keep their traditional deities alive, hidden under Christian symbols, generating a
profound transculturation between both worldviews.

Generational changes, together with access to information and formal education,
substantially transform perceptions of ancestral cultural practices. In this sense, it is
understood that “in our modernity they would be at the very least complicated to intertwine,
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such as the mountains, Marian devotion, labor exploitation, and the end of times with the
succession of different humanities” (Amuedo and Vilte 2019). This statement reflects a
cultural complexity that intertwines religiosity, nature, labor exploitation, and apocalyptic
visions, highlighting the tensions between modernity and tradition.

The death of newborns was considered an isolated phenomenon, so a simple ritual
was performed: “take a jar of pure water, recite a Christian prayer, make the sign of the
cross, pour the water over the head of the dying child, and name them after the civil name
of the saint of the day” (Alberdi Vallejo 2010). This act reflects the fusion between Andean
and Christian rituals, showing how symbolic baptism integrates faith, identity, and the
spiritual farewell of the child. It is important to consider that, according to García Miranda
and Leiva Ochoa (2019), “the causes of mortality are countless, and due to their short life in
this world and their innocence, they occupy a special place, being the clearest link between
this world and the other.” This highlights that deceased children, because of their innocence
and brief lives, act as spiritual bridges between worlds.

Quechua songs also occupy a central place in community life: “they correspond to the
songs of the life cycle (marriage, wasichakuy—house blessing—new home, aya taki—song
of the dead, and wawa pampay—children’s burial)” (Montoya 1996). This indicates that
certain Quechua songs accompany life-cycle rituals, from marriage to children’s funerals,
marking social and spiritual stages. In these rituals, the family fulfills important roles:
“godfather or godmother of the child, who are obligated to pay for the shroud and the
coffin. The wake is reduced to a proper celebration accompanied by jarahuis and taquis
danced to the rhythm and beat of the harp and violin” (Cavero Carrasco 1985). Thus, the
infant funeral ritual combines family responsibility, community tradition, and musical
celebration, integrating culture, economy, and socialization.

2. Results
2.1. Symbolic Meaning of the “Wawa Pampay” Ritual

Andean communities interpret childbirth and infant death from their own worldviews,
which are transmitted orally and differ depending on the territory. Unlike homogeneous
views, each group of people expresses unique rituals and meanings regarding life and
death. In this context, Dubois (2012) argues that “most of the graves belong to adults, but
a good number of enchytrisms have been excavated, as well as graves of older children”
(p. 41), reflecting a diversity of funeral practices based on age and possibly social status.
This diversity is also expressed in the oral testimony of an informant: “Before, there were
no vaccines, that’s why the children died, from whooping cough, also from measles, more
died from measles, it took ten, you see?” Freely translated, this points out that vaccines did
not exist in the past, and many children died from whooping cough or measles, even in
groups of ten. This account reinforces the understanding of high infant mortality and its
symbolic meanings in pre-modern Andean contexts.

The “Wawa Pampay” ritual (burial of a deceased baby) is a deeply symbolic practice
in the Peruvian Andes. In the community studied, this rite represents an essential moment
of emotional transformation. This type of attention to infant bodies is not exclusive to the
Andes; distinctive funeral practices were also recorded in Roman contexts: “firstly, with the
group of premature babies around the bathhouse in the late Roman phase, and secondly,
with the burial of the cremated remains of some children alongside adults” (Millett and
Gowland 2015, p. 183). This arrangement shows a possible symbolic and social hierarchy of
children’s bodies, which suggests different ideas about childhood and death. Even so, these
findings need more historical and archeological interpretation. In the Andean worldview,
this meaning is expressed in the testimony of a community member: “When the little boy
died, we buried him with new clothes, with much joy; when my older brother died, it was
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sad, that was our custom, you see?”; that is, when the child died, he was dressed in white
and buried with joy, without sadness, as part of an ancestral practice that reinterprets death
from a ritual and collective experience.

The Andean ritual of burying a deceased baby is experienced as a local festival. A
special chair decorated with flowers is prepared, in which the child is carried to the cemetery
accompanied by dancing and singing. In this process, the godfather who performed the
baptism plays a fundamental role, as Catholic baptism is considered essential for the child’s
soul to attain eternal glory. As can be seen in Figure 1, the ritual symbols are arranged in a
particular way Fredy Huamán (2007).

 

Figure 1. The documentary photo depicts Wawa Pampay, a children’s funeral held in the community
of San Miguel de Motoy, Chiara district, Ayacucho department, Peru. Diponible: https://www.
fredyhuamanmallqui.com/wawa-pampay-infants-funeral.html (accessed on 5 May 2025). Note.
Source: Fredy Huamán (2007). Wawa Pampay (Baby’s Funeral).

In various regions of the world, children’s funerary rituals may be associated with
practices of sacrifice and agricultural fertility—“Ideology of child sacrifice present in the
region. Rituals often associated with agriculture and harvest” (Crandall et al. 2012, p. 3). In
contrast, the Andean community of Magnupampa has developed a different understanding
of child death, viewing it not as a sacrifice but rather as a natural event caused by illness or
accident. One of the study participants recalls the funeral of a child as follows: “Watching
the songs we were performing: ‘Goodbye, bid me farewell, now I am leaving; goodbye,
bid me farewell, now I am moving away, wuayyyy!’ We kept vigil for only one day. If
on this day the child died, we buried them the next.” This experience recounts how the
community accompanies the burial with farewell songs, expressing the definitive departure
of the child’s soul. The wake usually lasts one day, but if the death occurs during the day,
the burial may take place at dawn the following day. It is a spiritual experience where
sadness is transformed into a collective act of singing, remembrance, and transition.

https://www.fredyhuamanmallqui.com/wawa-pampay-infants-funeral.html
https://www.fredyhuamanmallqui.com/wawa-pampay-infants-funeral.html
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In the village cemetery, deceased children are buried without a specific space; the
place is communal, and the location is defined by local authorities according to the family.
This practice is related to Amuedo’s (2015) observation: “in the case of infant burials, there
is a clear separation from other subadults and adults, who are buried in cists with the
same mortuary treatment” (p. 98). Thus, although infants received similar treatment to
other groups, their burial in special cists indicates a symbolic or cultural differentiation.
One interviewee comments the following: “When a child dies, I feel sad, but it is part
of the tradition and that is why we dance at children’s funerals. We cannot oppose it
because visitors like to see this type of activity.” This response reveals a tension between
the feeling of sadness and the need to maintain a traditional ritual that also serves as a
cultural attraction.

There is a persistent tension between preserving ancestral customs and modifying
those that retain ancient components now disconnected from the present context. “It can
be re-signified, dignified, and above all, made evident in the daily struggle of Indigenous
peoples and peasant communities that resist the extractive model of accumulation and
dispossession” (Alvira Briñez 2017). It emphasizes cultural resistance, identity revaloriza-
tion, and community dignity in the face of extractivist dispossession, highlighting the daily
struggle for social justice.

2.2. Participants’ Emotional Experience During the Ritual

During the data collection process, one resident expressed her emotional experience
in relation to the child funeral ritual with the phrase “Tradicioniyku kara riqui,” which she
defines as an ancient tradition of the people. Participation in the ritual of burying children
has changed in recent times. In addition, participants noted that infant mortality is now
rare, unlike in the past, when a lack of medical care for mothers was common. In this
context, it is argued that “understanding the sequences of ritualized activities for these
children can be significantly improved by taking diachronic data into account” (Wilson
et al. 2013, p. 13323). Regarding ways of coping with the death of children, some residents
mention the possibility of seeking professional help before joining in the festive ritual of
mourning. However, one interviewee states the following: “Manan chayqa existirachu,
ñuqallaykum,” which means that this type of care did not exist and still does not exist in
rural areas.

Epidemics, according to the testimonies of adults, when vaccines did not yet exist and
when many mothers rejected their use out of ignorance, were some of the most difficult
periods in terms of infant mortality. Today, in most cases, this situation is remembered
as an emotional experience from the past. In this context, it is noted that “demographic
concentration and growth were reflected in certain changes in mortuary practices, as
segregated areas for the burial of the deceased appeared in the case of two cemeteries”
(Seldes 2015, p. 96). Regarding the ritual of the children’s wake, one interviewee said
the following: “We kept vigil on the day of death drinking cane liquor and also until the
fifth day. There was no ritual.” According to this witness, the wake consisted of drinking
pure cane during the day of death and also on the fifth day; no other special rituals were
performed, as this was the traditional way of accompanying the bereaved.

The structural transformation of Andean tradition has gradually changed certain
cultural practices that shaped community identity. This transition is evident in the following
testimony: “In the 1980s, children were dying from epidemics, and we buried them while
dancing with harps and violins. Now children no longer die, and we no longer practice
our tradition. I don’t remember well, but I think we just buried them anywhere, dressed in
their white robes, because of the epidemic pe chay sarrampion nisqampas kara riqui, which
killed more children. Now they bury the dead just like that, so we bury them that way
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too. Recently, a child died of leukemia. I think he was 13 years old. He was the butler’s
son. When I went there, they buried him with great sorrow. Others say that the boss
punished him. I don’t know if that’s true or not.” This account highlights the transition
from a time characterized by high infant mortality and collective rites accompanied by
traditional music to a present in which deaths are less frequent, rituals tend to fade, and
beliefs in divine punishment or tragic destiny still persist. This perspective emerges from
interviews and participant observation at a recent funeral of an adolescent who died of
natural causes, where parents and attendees faced dilemmas between rituals of celebration
and those of mourning. See Supplementary Materials.

In various cultures around the world, children were selected as ritual offerings. This
study analyzes how each Andean community conducts the burial of its deceased children,
a practice traditionally known as Wawa Pampay. This ceremony, considered representative
and carrying festive overtones, even included special invitations for its performance. Unlike
other contexts, in which “children were selected for sacrifice because of their purity and
were offered by their parents or specifically chosen by religious authorities” (Kawchuk
2019, p. 3), the Andean Wawa Pampay corresponds to natural or accidental deaths and
is expressed through a distinctive burial with its own special ritual, bearing no relation
to sacrifice.

By contrast, one testimony reveals the following: “When babies died, the custom was
to carry the coffin from the house to the cemetery, singing, dancing, and drinking. They
dressed the child in white clothes, and this custom was observed everywhere. When my
daughter, a one-and-a-half-year-old baby, died, we followed the same custom as my fellow
villagers. The godfather came to my house and took care of organizing everything, and
the godmother got white clothes for the burial. Then all my neighbors came to my house
to accompany us in our mourning, and after the mourning we began to sing, dance, and
drink. Losing a baby is painful, but at the same time it is a joy because my daughter went
to heaven without any sin. She is my little angel who always watches over me and my
wife”. This story highlights a communal ritual practice in which the mourning of a child is
accompanied by music, dancing, and drinking. The loss is reframed: suffering is mitigated
by the belief in the purity of the child’s soul and its direct passage to heaven.

2.3. Role of the Community in Providing Emotional Support to the Bereaved

The community and local authorities play an important role in supporting the be-
reaved family of a deceased infant. Their presence in the family’s home, regardless of
economic status, is essential, as “the accumulation of individual but anonymous voices
provides an outlet for the articulation of collective trauma and public mourning” (Yi 2023,
p. 75). Multiple anonymous voices, when united, allow for the expression and release of
shared pain, functioning as a channel to transform individual traumatic experiences into
a collective testimony that makes social mourning visible and validates it. It is a way of
compensating for emotional pain, as one testimony recounts: “The wake began when the
deceased was already dressed in white and the attendees lit the candle and gathered with
the bereaved, chewing coca and drinking liquor as a sign of respect and solidarity. At the
cemetery, a farewell ceremony was held where attendees chewed coca, drank, and danced
in honor of the deceased.”

At all wakes for children and adults in Andean communities, it is customary to toast
with cane liquor—a pure cane distillate—smoke unfiltered cigarettes, and chew coca leaves.
These products are usually donated by the godfather and visitors, which helps reduce
burial costs and alleviate emotional pain. Another testimony states the following: “The
babies in the village mostly died of measles. At the wake, all the neighbors, parents, and
godparents were cheerful. They had a coffin made to bury the child. We all got together
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and sang the qarawis. We also danced and drank, and that’s how we spent the wakes. We
accompanied the family all night until the burial, dancing and singing, and when it was
time to return, we accompanied the family, dancing and drinking. The day after the burial,
the children pass from earth to heaven, so when a baby dies, God rejoices in receiving
someone without sin.” It is necessary to consider that “shared grief is not simply about
recovering from loss, but is an opportunity to commit to life and to others with a clarity
and depth that can only be achieved through suffering” (Venema et al. 2023, p. 2258).

The news of a death is communicated by the ringing of the village bell, whose sound
varies depending on the case, prompting the population to wonder about the identity of
the mourner and decide to visit them, always bringing something to help the grieving
family. The testimony, mostly in Quechua, is narrated as follows by an interviewee: “When
the sun was about to rise, we buried, or at 3 or 4 in the morning, with harp and violin that
the godmother brought, you see, we danced with fish, even little children danced, tied
with a belt until the earth was well leveled, you see, there were many kinds. We kept vigil
all night, at dawn we buried, and then, on the fifth day, we did like with fruits. At night
we buried the little children too; if a child died without eating, we buried with sadness. It
seems the godparents worked, you see, we did it like that; when someone died on the main
road, we buried right there, you see.” In general terms, this translates to the burial taking
place at night and dancing until dawn, accompanied by a harp and violin hired especially
for the occasion.

In Andean communities, public health care is limited, especially when it comes to
mental health. Farmers, most of whom are Quechua speakers, hold ancestral beliefs
about emotional pain. According to Abel et al. (2023), “a public health approach to
grief care highlights the inadequacy of policies that focus exclusively on the provision
of professional services, whether through state funding or the charitable sector” (p. 822).
This approach shows that addressing grief from a public health perspective exposes the
limitations of policies focused solely on professional services and highlights the need
for more comprehensive and community-based strategies. One interviewee recounts the
following: “Since I was little, I was afraid to participate in the traditions of the wawa
pampay. Now I could participate, but that custom no longer exists because the butler’s son
recently died and they buried him normally, like anywhere else.” The testimony reveals
childhood fear of the Wawa Pampay and sadness at its disappearance, evidencing cultural
changes in funeral practices.

Although modern science and mental health tend to view changes in ancestral customs
negatively, these gradual processes are allowing for the incorporation of new ritual forms in
both the burial of a child and the accompaniment of mourners. This is evidenced through
participant observation and interviews conducted with grieving families, both in recent
cases and in past experiences within their own family circles. In this context, “with stressful
workloads and a professional culture that emphasizes emotional suppression, employees
will often sacrifice their own needs to continue helping others” (Funk et al. 2018, p. 25).
One interviewee recounts the following: “With qarawi and with dance, when that death
occurred, we kept vigil and carried him, you see? Likewise, the compadre carried his sash
in front, resting little by little while they carried him; in the patio they also danced a lot, they
made the father and the mother dance so that they would not cry too much. Nowadays,
those things no longer exist.” This testimony indicates that, to avoid the suffering of the
parents of the deceased child, a dance was first organized, motivating the hope that they
would have more children and that the dead child would bless them from heaven.
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2.4. Ritual Components and Their Therapeutic Function

In the burial of children, particular attention is paid to Andean rituals passed down
through generations in the Quechua language. These practices have a therapeutic compo-
nent: “with children’s graves (rituals, markers, or topography), the role of age in funeral
practices and the relative importance of funeral objects in their ritualized expression are
highlighted” (Dubois 2012, p. 30). Children’s graves, through their rituals, location, or
characteristics, reveal how age influences funeral practices and how associated objects play
a significant role in their ritual expression. A father’s testimony notes the following: “The
traditions of the Wawa Pampay used to be different. They buried their children with great
joy, with harps and violins, and even sought out godparents so that they could buy or
give them land, I think that’s how it was said. As I am only a son-in-law, I don’t know
much about it, but that’s what my mother-in-law told me. My son is the one who died
recently. He had leukemia, but we didn’t bury him that way. We just did it the way they
normally do it now, so I don’t know how it was before.” This account contrasts the festive
and ritualized Wawa Pampay of the past with current practices, influenced by cultural
changes and personal experiences.

In Andean communities, cases of psychological problems resulting from the loss of
a child are rarely addressed, a situation that also occurs in most families. It is essential
to address this emotional problem in a different context, such as “the loss of a baby or a
child after birth. The gap lies in the fact that, in this case, the grieving process is rarely
or never addressed, and often becomes pathological” (Nel 2007, p. 1324). The loss of
a baby or newborn child is often neglected in the grieving process. Moreover, a child
is considered as such until puberty, since they have not yet attained citizenship, and it
depends on each family how the burial is carried out under communal pressure. The ritual
constitutes a form of family therapy in which the community participates, as described
in an interview: “Velakuq kaniku tawa pichqampi achikiallnimpim pichqa punchawman
riqui, yupaq kaniku wañukusqa punckawmanta.” It is a wake that culminates on the fifth
day, helping the family cope with their emotional grief.

Community support through rituals plays a fundamental role in alleviating emotional
pain, especially when neighbors from different communities actively participate, as it
provides comfort and a sense that the soul of the deceased was more valued. However, “in
most cases, healthcare professionals do not advise women on the emotional or spiritual
aspects of the experience” (McIntyre et al. 2022, p. 1), which implies a lack of attention to
key dimensions for comprehensive well-being and psychological recovery. The change in
custom is interpreted as a positive transformation in the face of emotional pain, as reflected
in an interview: “At the beginning it was fine, mama, now they already bury with orchestra
music, those things of the child’s burial are no longer done, they have already been lost.
Even the qarawi is now sung more at weddings and at the warmi qurlluy.” This account
describes how, over time, the music and songs of sadness in Quechua disappeared during
the farewell to a child.

In the Andean world, funeral rites are essential and reflect a view of life and death that
integrates Christian faith with beliefs in mountain deities. In the past, it was customary
to bury the dead underground, without concrete niches, and to dance on the grave as a
form of therapy for the parents. This tradition has changed over time, although the idea
persists that “during the funeral rite, the corpse still represents the living person, who
has died but has not left” (Delgado Antolín 2005, p. 51). In this way, the corpse retains
a symbolic value that prolongs the emotional and spiritual bond, delaying the feeling of
definitive separation. One testimony states the following: “Wawachakuna wañuruptinqa
cieloman rin riqui, chaymi kusisqa pampaqkaniku. Nuñaqku taytankunaqa waqaq kaniku,
challmantaqa kusispa pampaqkaniku.” This account indicates that when a child dies, it is
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believed that he or she goes to heaven, which brings joy to the parents, who enthusiastically
bury the child to alleviate their emotional pain.

2.5. Tensions and Continuities Between Ancestral Rituals and Current Religious Beliefs

In the community of Magnupampa, as in other Quechua-speaking Andean villages,
the growth of various religious congregations has generated tensions around funeral
rituals. In particular, the evangelical congregation, which lacks ritual practices in its
burials, questions the ways in which Catholics express their grief. Generational change
allows us to understand that “the funeral rites developed in their honor, their identity
and family and social position, the acts celebrated in their memory, or the changes that
may have occurred after their burial, both in the short and long term” (Chapa Brunet
2023, p. 135). These rites, together with the identity and social position of the deceased,
as well as the commemorative acts and changes after the burial, reflect their cultural and
social importance at different times. One testimony states the following: “Manan igualchu
riki, wawachakunaqa manam quchapichu wañuqku, chami pampaq kaniku alegriawan,
tusuykunawan. Hatun wañurptinqa llakim.” This statement highlights the great difference
between the burial of an adult and that of a child, where joy and sadness intermingle.

Religious beliefs play a central role in the burial rituals of both children and adults.
In this study, the focus is on the burial of children, who are considered by peasants to be
little angels of God. The influence of modernity and commercial economic movements has
gradually changed the meaning of ancestral rituals. In this context, “rituals and traditions
are powerful and versatile devices that can both convey and generate meaning, and
performative rituals, such as processions and customs” (Bowman 2006, p. 36). These rituals
and traditions function as versatile tools capable of transmitting and creating meaning,
reinforcing cultural identity and community cohesion through shared symbolic actions.
One interviewee mentions the following: “There was a godfather and a godmother for the
chicken meal, and also for all the visitors.” This reflects that, in the ritual, it is necessary to
eat chicken broth offered by the godparents.

Quechua-speaking peasants assimilated the Christian religion in their own way, inte-
grating it into their worldview and adopting syncretism as a way of life. In this context,
interviewees believe that deceased children are free from sin, innocent, and very close to
God. This belief gives rise to the use of white clothing, a symbol of purity and innocence.
Likewise, a close relationship is maintained with Mother Earth, to whom the child’s body
is entrusted through ancestral rituals: their body remains underground, while their soul or
spirit rises to heaven as a sign of purity and absence of sin. For this reason, it is essential
that children be baptized according to the Catholic religion before their death or, failing
that, blessed by a believer when no priest is present. Otherwise, it is believed that their soul
could remain in limbo, in darkness. According to the testimonies collected in the research,
saving the souls of children is an essential act of faith and spiritual salvation.

The presence of new religious congregations and the influence of modernity are trans-
forming ancestral rituals linked to the burial of children. This has generated tensions
between families and residents who defend traditional beliefs, motivated by the deep-
rooted identity of the peoples. In this sense, “although evangelization placed considerable
emphasis on funeral practices and the treatment of the dead, the veneration of ancestors
and the creation of historical memory extended beyond these practices” (Murphy and Boza
Cuadros 2016, p. 63). Despite evangelization and its emphasis on funeral rituals and the
care of the dead, the veneration of ancestors and the construction of historical memory
transcended these limits, becoming integrated into broader cultural and community ex-
pressions. This practice was valued, as one interview points out: “Chay tradicioniyku
kamptinqa mana llumpay llakipas kammanchu, qarawichaykunapas kanman riqui, kunan
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tiempopiqa manañam kamchu riqui, runakunaqa qunqarunku.” The ancestral tradition
meant less sadness due to the particular forms of burial.

In an Andean community, characterized by its small population and simple orga-
nizational structure, attending funeral rituals is a moral obligation. Absence from these
ceremonies is often interpreted as indifference to the emotional pain of the bereaved family
and is considered a lack of communal reciprocity. The presence of the community offers
relief to the bereaved, as “the physicality inherent in these practices raises questions related
to the body and how it is understood and perceived by those participating in the ritual”
(Chénier 2009, p. 28). Such rituals integrate symbolic and physical dimensions, inviting
reflection on the experience and meaning of the body, as well as its cultural and emotional
significance. In the words of one interviewee, “Only we cried when our little child died;
my husband, my brothers-in-law, and also our neighbors came to visit us to console us,
you see? There were no psychologists in those times,” reflecting the resilience of families
and communities without the intervention of mental health professionals.

3. Discussion
The “Wawa Pampay” ceremony constitutes a social phenomenon and an Andean

practice that reflects the emotional and social consequences of infant death within the
community. Various studies on the death of newborns or young children show that,
depending on the community, such events are not considered an individual tragedy; rather,
they are phenomena with social, spiritual, and emotional dimensions (Alberdi Vallejo
2010). The infant ritual, which includes symbolic baptism, the purification of the child’s
soul, and Christian prayers, reflects a syncretism between Andean and Christian traditions.
According to testimonies from community members who have witnessed and experienced
the loss of their children, in some situations—when the child is of preschool age and has not
been baptized—it is possible to perform an immediate baptism with a local religious figure
during the illness, with the purpose of saving the child’s soul and ensuring its passage to a
celestial life.

Rituals around the world present diverse ways of coping with grief, and in many cases
they include practices that differ considerably from Andean traditions. As Crandall et al.
(2012) note, some cultures even incorporate child sacrifice into their rituals, highlighting
significant differences between traditions. In the case of this study, the ritual focuses on
children who have died from incurable illnesses or accidents, according to the testimonies
of the participants. Many community members refer to these children as “God’s little
angels” and bury them with white garments, a symbol of childhood purity. These children
are considered “the clearest link between this world and the other” (García Miranda and
Leiva Ochoa 2019). The ritual functions as a spiritual mediation, in which death is mourned
but also ritualized in a joyful manner in the Andes, involving the entire community. In this
way, it becomes a structured process of emotional transformation that integrates cultural,
spiritual, and social dimensions.

The research was based on testimonies and participant observation by the researchers
during their childhood, which allowed them to gain an in-depth understanding of the
Quechua culture and language. The presence of musicians is essential in the ritual, as
Quechua songs, such as the “qarawi,” serve a healing function, according to the testimonies.
These songs have their own narrative, specifically adapted for the infant burials of the
“Wawa Pampay.” The musical ritual creates a special space during the children’s funerals,
as noted by Montoya (1996). Furthermore, during the Wawa Pampay, musical elements
such as jarahuis and taquis, performed to the rhythm of the harp and violin, accompany
the wake, transforming grief into a collective expression and providing emotional catharsis
(Cavero Carrasco 1985). In this way, the ritual functions as a community-based therapy
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that helps parents cope with the loss of their child, integrating the cultural, emotional, and
social dimensions of mourning.

The burial of deceased children, known in Quechua as Wawa Pampay, is an ancestral
tradition and a special ceremony, which is even recreated in theatrical performances and in
cinema. In this practice, feelings of sorrow and joy are expressed within the community:
“because there is a belief that she dies like a little angel without sin. The wawa pampay
(burial of the infant) is performed with qarawis, huayno songs, and the deceased child
is adorned with many flowers” (Velapatiño Marca 2019). The community celebrates the
purity of the child’s soul, and her death inspires songs, flowers, and rituals that symbolize
innocence and divine return. This ceremony is performed in different Andean regions of
Peru and still persists in the high Andean villages, where ancestral rituals are maintained.

There are mixed feelings among community members regarding the ritual of children’s
burial. Some consider it a custom that helps parents cope with grief, while others believe
it would be necessary to involve mental health professionals to support the bereaved. In
remote communities, where such professionals are unavailable, Quechua-speaking farmers
place more trust in their traditions than in conventional medicine. It is important to consider
both individual trauma and collective support in the grieving process, as Yi (2023) notes,
especially in the context of infant death. The research takes into account both the existing
literature and the testimonies of community social actors, as well as the experiences of the
oldest community members, to understand the relevance and effectiveness of the ritual in
facilitating emotional transformation during mourning.

4. Conclusions
In the Andean communities of Peru, especially among Quechua-speaking adults who

are mostly illiterate, there is a lingering nostalgia for the joyful ritual of burying children.
This act is remembered with fondness as a way of passing on to new generations how to
emotionally cope with the loss of a loved one, especially a child. In the absence of mental
health care, the participation of the entire community was essential to coping with the crisis.
Over time, child funeral rituals have undergone changes, and today, child deaths are rare
thanks to the availability of vaccines and medicines for newborns, resources that did not
exist at the time when most of the interviewees in this research were still alive.

The relevance of this study lies in the scarcity of systematic research on the Wawa
Pampay ritual, an ancestral Quechua tradition. Elements such as the use of white clothing,
special flowers, preparations for the transfer to the cemetery, the wake, the fifth day, the
dance, the music, and the qarawi (a sad farewell song in Quechua) have gradually lost their
rigor. Access to modern information and the professionalization of many residents have
driven a shift toward more modern burials, similar to those of adults, with only the use
of white clothing throughout the ritual process remaining. Most of the interviewees, who
spoke mainly in Quechua, agree that mutual aid is essential in the community, regardless
of economic power, cultural level, or religious beliefs. Although there are discrepancies
between Catholics and Evangelicals, both denominations coexist in the community, offering
courtesy visits to the mourners even when they do not share certain aspects of the ritual,
especially the consumption of cane—an alcoholic derivative—and the chewing of coca,
practices that are indispensable in Catholic wakes.

The ancestral beliefs of the farmers of the Peruvian Andes condition their interaction
with outside professionals, especially when the latter do not speak Quechua or understand
the local worldview, which is based on a harmonious relationship with nature. In this
cultural context, illness and misfortune are often interpreted as divine punishment from
the Earth. The lack of systematized information on these practices and beliefs reveals the
need for ethnographic work that, through prolonged coexistence with Quechua-speaking
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communities, allows for the recording and preservation of their rituals, preventing their
disappearance into historical anonymity. The intergenerational transmission of knowledge
is crucial, as younger generations are unaware of traditional funeral practices, in which
infant mortality was a recurring event due to limited state medical coverage. Among the
main limitations of this study are the lack of systematized records on child burial rituals,
as well as the progressive disappearance of the social actors who lived through these
experiences, resulting in the loss of a valuable cultural and emotional heritage linked to
mourning the loss of a child.

In Andean communities, the emotional pain following the loss of a child does not end
with the closing of the wake. When the mourners leave, each family returns to their home,
often located miles away, in the middle of an open landscape where houses are scattered
according to the rhythm of agricultural life. In this silence, mourning becomes an intimate
experience, sustained by memory, belief, and community strength. For many families,
the arrival of a child was the result of long waits and difficulties, and their departure,
often caused by epidemics or untreated illnesses, left a wound that time cannot heal. The
testimonies of survivors from past eras reveal a history of shared losses, learned resignation,
and rituals that have accompanied grief for generations.

In the most remote areas of the city, the lack of access to medical or psychological infor-
mation reinforces supernatural beliefs and ritual practices that remain almost intact, passed
down from generation to generation as a way of making sense of death. Documenting
these experiences and living alongside Quechua-speaking communities not only allow us
to understand how they cope with grief but also preserve a cultural heritage that, without
documentation, risks being lost in the anonymity of history.

5. Materials and Methods
This research was conducted using a qualitative approach, employing ethnographic

methods to understand the cultural significance of the child burial ritual (Wawa Pampay)
in Quechua-speaking communities in the Peruvian highlands. The fieldwork was carried
out in the community of Magnupampa itself, alternating between extended stays in the
community and periodic visits to families, in order to observe and participate in ritual
practices related to mourning.

In-depth interviews and open conversations were conducted with elders, parents, and
community leaders, favoring the Quechua language as the primary means of communica-
tion to ensure the authenticity of the stories and the trust of the participants. Participant
observation was a key technique, allowing us to document not only the visible actions
during the rituals but also the gestures, silences, and expressions that reveal the emotional
and spiritual background of the practice.

The record was supplemented with detailed field notes, audio recordings, photographs
(with prior authorization), and faithful transcriptions of testimonies, always ensuring
respect for privacy and local beliefs. Data collection focused on capturing both verbal
discourse and symbolic elements, with special attention to generational changes and
adaptations of the ritual in response to declining infant mortality and the introduction of
health services. The language used was limited to Quechua and Spanish, respecting the
interference inherent in their communication.

In the Andes, the definition of a child or baby varies according to each family and
community. In this context, a child is understood to be up to approximately twelve years
old, although the ritual for an adolescent differs if they have not yet reached citizenship.
During the funeral of an adolescent who died of natural causes, mixed feelings were
observed: on one hand, the evocation of traditional forms of burial and their rituals; on the
other, the current changes in the way mourners are accompanied. This setting served as a
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space for gathering information, in which one of the researchers—belonging to a generation
that experienced the older rituals—recalled the presence of music, dances, jokes about
“having another child right away,” and the conviction that the bereaved should not suffer
but rather be accompanied by the entire community.
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