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The Tooth Extraction for Mourning:
Custom Connecting Asia, North America and Polynesia
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The Tooth Extraction for Mourning:
Custom Connecting Asia, North America and Polynesia

HARUNARI Hideji

Tooth extraction is one custom of self-impairment expressing lament. One famous example of
this is in the Hawaiian Islands from the 18th to the 19th century. The teeth extracted were the
central and/or lateral incisors of both/either jaw(s). At the death of a head man or a family
member, two teeth were extracted at one time to express the deep mourning. The oldest writ-
ten document is the example of Gelao tribe which resided in Sichuan and Guizhou provinces in
the south-west of China from the 16th to the 18th century. However, archaeological evidence
shows that this custom goes back as early as the 4th century; the male human bones from Uchi-
tani stone coffin tomb in Tokushima prefecture in Japan are accompanied with a female central
incisor of the upper jaw. This must be evidence of the practice of lamenting tooth extraction.

Tooth extraction in the Chinese Neolithic began about 7000 years ago with extraction of the
both lateral incisors of the upper jaw. Judging from the ages and the high percentages of extrac-
tion, it may well relate to a coming of age ceremony. In China, this custom became outmoded
around 4500 years ago. It started again in and around Anhui, Jiangsu and Shandong provinces.
This time the teeth extracted were the central and/or lateral incisors of both/either jaw(s) at
higher ages and lower percentage. The present writer assumes that this tooth extraction was
for expressing lament.

The tooth extraction of the incisors of both/either jaw (s) is known in Mongolia (~19th c. ?),
Siberia (the Neolithic~19th c.?), North America (before 16th c.~19th c.?), Japan (the early
Jomon period~6th c.=the period of ancient burial mounds), Ryukyu (the late Jomon period~13
th c.), Polynesia (18th~19th c.). These examples indicate that the lamenting tooth extraction
which began in China in the Neolithic, spread through Asia, North America, and the Pacific over
thousands of years.

In Polynesia, Siberia, and Mongolia, the lamenting self-impairment played part in expressing
and renewing the special close relation with a headman or a family member. It is quite possible
that if we study the contents and sex of the deceased in tombs, the archaeological evidence will
provide us some hints on the social positions of the tooth extracted persons, and provide insights

to the social structure itself.
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