Assignment part 1

With the recent death of Prince Phillip, the notion of funerals and grieving has been brought to the forefront of public consciousness, whether it was particularly wanted or not. This event, whilst not of any personal significance to myself besides this being the first royal death in my lifetime, has prompted an interested in how other groups in the world at large deal with the issue of death and funerals. This curiosity has led me to finding a small array of articles which all relate to the subject of mortality from a variety of different groups. Using the examples found, I will explain their utility when considering sources for the second part of the coursework for this module, whilst also discussing their accessibility from a student’s perspective.
Coffin Dancers
Rather than this being a single item, it is instead a collection of other smaller pieces under the wider banner of Coffin Dancers. The main items being a news article, a video posted by BBC Africa and meme culture on the internet. In short, the coffin dancers are described as “Pallbearers [are] lifting the mood at funerals in Ghana with flamboyant coffin-carrying dances” with a video on the site showing the group in action (Lansah, 2017). This idea of changing the mood from sombre to jovial provides a new and interesting perspective on how a funeral can be conducted. This new view is rather unusual when considered along the other ways of dealing with death and grief described in the other sources in this document; not to mention the traditional ideas that sending off a loved one should be done in a sad state of emotion, and should be done with open grieving and mourning for the deceased.
Remembering and non-remembering
The shortest of the items on the list, standing at only 8 pages yet also being one of the most directly informative out of all the items. This chapter focuses on the Yanomami and their methods of conducting funerals and handling grief. Out of the groups discussed over the selection of works, the Yanomami have the most ‘extreme’ method of dealing with death. While a short description when compared to the piece written by Susan Hemer, which will be discussed later, it explains in detail the process that needs to be adhered to when someone dies. The most ‘medical’ part of the chapter comes when the ‘reahu’ is described; to summarise it a reahu is the process in which a dead person is cremated, their bones salvaged from the remains of the pyre and placed in a container for several weeks. Once time has passed the bones are taken out and ground up into a powder known as ‘yupu’. This powder is then contained inside a gourd until it is added to a banana source and consumed by relatives and allies in a ritual setting. The second phase of the process comes when every item belonging to the deceased is found and summarily destroyed and the person’s name is never mentioned again so that even their memory is lost (Herzog-Schröder, 2020, pp. 208-209). Aside from the description relating to the destruction of a deceased person’s memory, the chapter also elaborates on the wider social context in which it is conducted, which whilst not necessarily directly useful to a piece on death and dying in the medical sense, it does provide a backdrop to the events being described as any event such as a funeral ritual has a wider social context to it within the group. The chapter also contains some pictures of the Yanomami in the context of the ritual described which are useful when used to give a visual representation of the events described. 
Dying, Grieving and Forgetting
A rather lengthy chapter written by Susan R. Hemer in her book Tracing the Melanesian Person. Whilst the length of the chapter seemed daunting at first, it proved to be one of the most interesting of the pieces I found in relation to funerals and ideas surrounding death. The chapter is mainly comprised of two alternating segments: she will begin the section with an extract of a story from when she was doing her doctoral fieldwork in which “I was perplexed by the nature of grief in Lihir, which to me seemed unaccented” (Hemer, 2013, p. 231). Arguably the best part of this book chapter is the short style it is written in, paragraphs are easily manageable and clear to read. The complex notion of ‘grief’ and ‘mourning’ are neatly summarized throughout, but the best was the author put the idea was “They did not speak about managing their own grief or about grief as a pathological. Was this apparent lack of grief a matter of lack of expression or of experience?” (Hemer, 2013, p. 231). When contrasted with the Yanomami’s destruction of memory, this runs quite contrary. In the first discussion segment, related to causes of death, Hemer notes that “Both Sion and another old woman were said to have died just because they were old, and these deaths were marked by a lack of attempts to seek medical treatment or keep the person alive” (Dying, Grieving and Forgetting, 2013, p. 237). Despite the strong bonds that are indirectly mentioned in the example narrative, the idea that people would not actively seek medical help for a sick person in and of itself is a very interesting prospect for reading. The extensive narrative of the funeral proceedings is also of use for the assignment, as it will be useful when describing how this group see the role of a carer and their ideas of what constitutes good healthcare for others. One of the most interesting points raised “there was always a distinction between what a person died of, and why they died. Thus, a child may die of malnutrition, but she died because of the lack of support for her parents by others” (my emphasis) (Hemer, 2013, p. 238). Out of all the items found for this assignment, this is arguably the most useful as it provides a rich descriptive narrative of how the funeral is conducted and the wider social and cultural context besides the immediate ceremony. This will definitely prove useful when writing the second part of the assignment.  
Paying Equal Respects in Fijian Funerals
Out of the sources found, this one is the ‘heaviest’ when it comes to reading, it was written in such a way that it felt thicker to read through. Whilst their perceived thickness of text is not necessarily bad, it did make the experience of using it for research on this piece a little unappealing. Despite this unappealing aspect, the chapter goes into good amounts of detail when describing the Fijian funeral customs, although in comparison to the rest of the piece it feels a little lacking, as it appears to presume some prior understanding. Whilst showing how native Fijian funerals are conducted, the chapter also shows how their lives have changed since the times of colonialism; with another key theme of the work being the differences between what the people studied see as a good life “life in Fiji’s villages amounts to an affluent paradise that ‘everything is already here’. Yet, the majority of people born to a village end up living most of their lives elsewhere” (Eräsaari, 2018, p. 11). This idea of a good life is brought alongside the comment that:
“Funerals are big, public affairs, the preparations, exchanges and distributions of which involve entire villages. This is also to say that the issue of death is not shunned or brushed aside; when death occurs, local and international extended kin networks are called quickly into action.” (Eräsaari, 2018, p. 12).
Though the prospect of examining how the ideas of what a good life are, it does not relate to what the assignment is aiming to be about, so that removes a fair portion of the chapter out of contention for utility. However, the parts that are related specifically to the aspect of funerals will be of use. 
Conclusion
For an assignment with the idea of death and dying as its centre, these items all offer varied cultural interpretations of how these issues of loss and mortality are dealt with. Varied from time honoured traditions of Fiji and the Yanomami to the new ideas brought about by the Coffin Dancers in Ghana. The main issues with all pieces when examined together however, is an indistinct link to medical anthropology in the sense of body. Rather these pieces are best used to examine cultural understandings of how death is dealt with instead of using it to look at ideas of the body. As such, some will not be used in the second part of the assignment as they lack the kind of information that is required. 
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