Death and Funerals Portfolio

Death and funerals will play a part in every person’s life at some point or another, and thus it is no surprise that these events play a large part in people’s cultures and traditions. Whole traditions and customs form around the correct procedures required to respectfully see off the dead, and there are different ways of giving this respect depending on which group you look at.
The first group I will examine is the tradition of Northern Thailand. Death may not be a nice experience, but the funerary tradition of Buddhism can make the pain of grief lessened for those involved. In an article focusing broadly on funeral practices Rebecca Halls talks about how symbolism in banners and textiles influences funerals but looks at funerals in general. One point she brings up is that “For the living, the funeral ceremony is simultaneously an opportunity to support the sangha and to say goodbye to the deceased” (Hall, 2016, p. 45). Not only do the funeral rites function as a coping mechanism for the bereaved, it also reinforces the social status that monks hold within the wider community. Without diving too deep into the religion and its practices, the Buddhist monks who conduct the funeral receive a lot of hospitality which includes “family and friends offer food, money and other gifts to the monks, thus making a merit on behalf of the deceased” (Hall, 2016, p. 46). Whilst seeming like due compensation for the funeral rites, the offerings are in a similar vein to Japanese kouden (香典), which will be discussed later. In terms of the spirituality surrounding the deceased, the Thai see it as a very delicate time for the person’s soul. If the body is not properly treated and the person’s soul gets lost, it will stay in the local area and cause problems for the local community; and as such the funeral practices are tailored to help the soul find its way to the next realm of existence (Hall, 2016, p. 45). This idea of the dead needing to be guided to the next realm, plane or existence is a pervasive idea throughout many global cultures: Europe has the idea of a spectre or ghost haunting a building or a location out of malice, the Tallensi tribe has specific funeral practices to make sure the deceased move on and Okinawa has a practice of extended remembrance for the deceased. Briefly examining the main part of Hall’s essay, the three-tailed banner plays an essential role in Thai funerals, as it serves as a link between the material and ethereal. Hall describes the flag’s function as a “reassurance that the proper order will continue once the liminal time period ends” (Hall, 2016, p. 56), meaning that when the flag is cremated with the deceased it shows that the soul of that person has been sent off respectfully and the normal way of life can continue for the bereaved. Parallels can be drawn between the sending off of a soul by a Buddhist monk and a traditional Christian funeral in the West: a priest will pray for the deceased’s soul to be accepted and join other relatives in their next life, in this case, in heaven. And a similar case in Islam when the person’s soul is wished on to Paradise if they lived a pious life. 
The next tradition I shall examine is that of the Tallensi tribe of Central Africa. One of the central pillars of their community is “avoidance observed by first-born children towards their parents of like sex” meaning that sons will avoid and act with contempt towards their father and likewise with daughters to mothers; this extents through all aspects of their life as they are forbidden to eat from the same bowl, they may not wear his clothes, use his bow and arrows or look inside his granary (Fortes, 1961, p. 169). Without the context to surround this custom, it can seem cold and antagonistic for both parties but it is not as such for “Tale fathers are devoted to their children and are not denied by custom the freedom to show affection and familiarity towards their sons” (Fortes, 1961, p. 169); all of this tradition revolves around the son performing specific rituals of inheritance, both of material things and titles. In brief, after the father dies the son must perform rites to change his father from a person into an ancestor. He then inherits his father’s titles and rights to ancestral shrines that he must then visit to announce his father’s death to other ancestors after which he will attend divinations to determine the cause of death. Whilst all of this is happening, there is a strict taboo against showing grief, for if they showed grief the ritual silence would be broken, and the deceased would punish the purveyor (Fortes, 1961, p. 175). These extensive traditions must be observed by the son, as once they have been completed he will fully assume his new role as head of the family, and although not mentioned, it can be assumed the same stands for a first-born daughter and her mother but likely in different areas. But arguably the main function of these rituals is to show filial piety; as the son must trust his father and still hold a relationship with him despite the outwardly cold relationship, which is shown through a conversation Fortes had with someone during his fieldwork. The person was complaining to him about his father who has argued with him for leaving his garden to weed his own private land, but despite the anger initially the conversation ended on a more sorrowful not as he felt guilty for leaving his ailing father (Fortes, 1961, p. 174). Though the rituals vary when compared to the more ‘intimate’ and ‘warm’ Thai Buddhist funerals, the Tallensi funerals have some sombre solidarity to them with the son inheriting all of his father’s roles within the community and continuing on the traditions of the group.
In comparison to both examples, the funeral traditions of the Okinawa archipelago seem much more temporal and spatial in place of spiritual. Mabuchi notes in their article that there has been a degree of cultural diffusion to the archipelago from mainland Japan and China, with the most important one being the bon ritual; this ritual, in short, is about giving the souls of the dead without any living descendants meals to appease them to prevent disaster (Mabuchi, 1980, p. 8). One instance of the bon ritual that is highlighted is one in the hamlet Urukawa. “In the night they performed the ritual for the souls of the dead and some ancestors in the same way as ordinary families” but they varied from the regular ritual as “in the daytime the ritual for remote ancestors whom they offered the rice or millet wine specially brewed” (Mabuchi, 1980, p. 12). As a ritual, this shows an extended concern for the spirits others, with what can be perceived as a concern for their wellbeing as incorporeal humans, which runs contrary to the ideas of many other cultures, particularly the Thai interpretation where they fear the arrival of preta (hungry ghosts), thewada and phi (malevolent spirits) (Hall, 2016, p. 53) and must have the correct guidance administered by monks. Mabuchi goes on to explain another tradition of the archipelago, in which on the 33rd anniversary of the person’s death, their named tablet is withdrawn from the family shrine in the house as they have now lost their individual identity and have now merged with their deified ancestors (Mabuchi, 1980, p. 8). This can give the family a sense of closure, knowing that their deceased relative’s spirit has now merged with their wider ancestral family who have become deities in their own sense.
Somewhat related to Okinawa are the practices of mainland Japan, which have been influenced more by Buddhism and Shinto. There are two main forces that act within a Japanese funeral and its rites: Shoukou (incense burning ceremony) and Kouden (a mutual assured monetary gift). Shoukou receives a short description in Tsuji’s extensive article and is surmised as mourners being called to burn ceremonial incense depending on the person’s rank in the familial hierarchy, and people ‘external’ to the family are called randomly in a separate and simultaneous ceremony outside the house (Tsuji, 2006, p. 399). Whilst the kouden receives a more fleshed out explanation; this is a tradition of a financial gift given to the bereaved family based on their ties, which is then used to pay for the immediate costs of the funeral, and as a sort of insurance for the donor receiving the same kind of donation on their passing, a kouden gaeshi (Tsuji, 2006, pp. 395-396). This exchange of gifts then binds the giver and receiver in a contract of ‘giri’ or ‘duty’ and reinforces the traditional values of community and honour that are so pervasive in Japanese culture, their “intensive, long-term involvement with groups” (Tsuji, 2006, p. 417). Both the mainland Japanese and ‘external’ Okinawan funerals both have a similar sense of community and bonding, as both place emphasis on bringing any and all connections the person had (as on the mainland), and taking care of ancestral spirits so they might be kept comfortable with human comforts till they become deified (as on Okinawa); both these funerary customs also lack the fear that the Thai ones have in lost or malevolent spirits. The customs of mainland Japan do bear some semblance to those of the Tallensi as both these practices see the ascension of a new family head, through confirmation with ancestor shrines the father once tended (Fortes, 1961, p. 175) and the eldest son of the deceased being called forward first to burn incense at shoukou as the primary mourner (Tsuji, 2006, p. 401).
All these different customs may vary in their interpretation of what happens after death, as with the Buddhist funerals requiring guidance for the soul and the almost cynical seeming funeral practices of the Tallensi. But all bear some semblance in having a sense of grounded honesty in treating the deceased with the greatest respect, and in some cases, wishing the best in their next life or realm. What can be drawn from these examples is the common threads of lineage, ascension and community can be seen in these examples, each displaying it in a different manner but with the same sincerity to the deceased and the grieving family. 
Glossary
· Ancestor
· A person from whom another is directly descended, esp. someone more distant than a grandparent; forefather (Collins, 2020, p. Ancestor)
· Bon (盆祭り)
· Taking place on the 15th day of the 7th month in the Lunar Calendar, people invite the souls of the dead and the “ancestors” to serve them with dishes indoors and politely see them off (Mabuchi, 1980, p. 8)
· Filial piety
· Used to describe the duties, feelings or relationships which exist between a son or daughter and his or her parents (Collins, 2020, p. Filial)
· Devotion and obedience to parents or superiors (Collins, 2020, p. Piety)
· Funeral rites
· Rites involving the disposal of the physical remains of a dead person and often the transition of that person’s spirit from one culturally defined realm to another. Funeral rites may include burial, reburial, cremation, or other means of disposal (Barnard & Spencer, 1996, p. 906)
· Giri (義理)
· A sense of honour or duty to another. In this case, a mutual guarantee of reciprocal gifts in kouden (Tsuji, 2006, p. 400)
· Sangha (สังฆะ)
· A community of Buddhist monks (Hall, 2016, p. 44)
· Shoukou (焼香)
· An incense burning ceremony which is performed whilst a Buddhist priest chants sutras. Relatives perform the ceremony inside, and the rest perform it outside (Tsuji, 2006, s. 399)
· Kouden (香典)
· A culturally obligatory gift of money to the deceased’s family pay for the funeral. Traditionally called ‘incense money’
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Ancestor-worship in Japan: A very short article, briefly outlining a common misconception about traditional Shinto being a religion of ancestor worship, where it is rather a religion where descent is claimed from gods instead of ancestors becoming gods
Encyclopedia of Social and Cultural Anthropology: A comprehensive encyclopedia containing a wealth of information relating to definitions, theory overviews and anthropologist profiles
Funeral Rituals of Buddhist Bangladesh: A very short script like article which brushes over most aspects of Buddhist funeral practices
Pietas in Ancestor Worship: Not focusing solely on one group, this article examines the role of filial piety in Tallensi culture, and compares it briefly to Chinese Confucianism and patriarchy in ancient Rome, with a view of analysing the relationship between father and son and their roles during and after life 
Space and Time in Ryukyuan Cosmology: This article investigates the cultural practices and significance of rituals on the islands of the Okinawa archipelago, with a focus on long standing traditions relating to funerals and seasonal festivals
[bookmark: _GoBack]Mortuary Rituals in Japan: A long and detailed journal article investigating traditional funeral practices but then goes on to analyse the wider social institutions which influence the rituals and traditions
