Religious and Ritual aspects of Death in different Societies and Cultures
In this essay, I will explore the ritual aspects of death across different societies and cultures, using topics that cover religion, family, and food as my case study. As human beings, we grow and adapt to our daily lives, developing various forms of rituals that we may or may not be aware of. These rituals may be imbued with religious significance or informed by moral concepts that we have been raised with or have come to believe in. It is also widely understood that death can be just as ritualistic as life itself. Through examining different societies and cultures, this essay will compare how we may or may not differ in our approaches to these fundamental experiences. By doing so, we may discover whether there are lessons to be learned from each society or culture.
[bookmark: _Int_QWkyzKET][bookmark: _Int_hbFyAjOq]As we grow, we develop our own unique set of ideals and beliefs, shaped by the experiences and influences of our background lives. These influences can come from people such as our parents or those we choose to surround ourselves with. [footnoteRef:842] However, the choices we ultimately make define us and inevitably lead to our death. Therefore, comparing our traditional ways of commemorating death with those of other cultures and societies can shed new light on what truly defines us and how we arrived at these practices. Rituals permeate many aspects of our lives. They are routines in which we establish and internalize over time, starting from the moment we are born. These rituals can encompass anything from celebrating Christmas with friends and family, exchanging gifts and enjoying meals, to dressing up for special occasions or even presenting ourselves in a way that shapes our identity. [footnoteRef:9824] However, death transcends our individual existence, and even now, it remains challenging to fully grasp its meaning in terms of rituals. [842:  Charlotte Nickerson, Understanding Socialization In Sociology (2024)
 https://www.simplypsychology.org/socialization.html [accessed 12 May 2024]]  [9824:  Rimtautas Dapschauskas,  Matthias B Göden, Christian Sommer, and Andrew W Kandel, ‘The Emergence of Habitual Ochre Use in Africa and Its Significance for The Development of Ritual Behavior During The Middle Stone Age’, Journal of World Prehistory, 35.3–4 (2022), 233–319 (p. 238) <DOI:10.1007/s10963-022-09170-2>] 

To broaden our perspective, we can disclose how anthropology plays a vital role in the aspect of death rituals and what they say about us being human. Anthropology delves into the vast spectrum of human cultures and societies across the globe, encompassing both the present day and the rich tapestry of the past. [footnoteRef:6497] This immersive exploration exposes us to the incredible diversity of ways humans organize their lives, express themselves, and interact with the world around them. Through this exposure, we are challenged to re-evaluate our own cultural assumptions about what constitutes "normal" or "natural." We come to understand that there is no single blueprint for being human; the canvas of humanity is painted with a vibrant array of colors and textures. [footnoteRef:31503] By fostering an understanding of the values and beliefs held by others, anthropology allows us to develop greater empathy and cultivate more effective intercultural communication. This capacity for understanding is crucial in our increasingly interconnected world, where navigating cultural differences is a vital skill.  [6497:  Glyn Edmund Daniel, archaeology (2024), https://www.britannica.com/science/archaeology. [accessed 12 May 2024]]  [31503:  Margaret Mead, André Singer, and Bruce Dakowski, Coming of Age: Margaret Mead, 1901- 1978 [video]. 1986 <https://video-alexanderstreet-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/watch/coming-of-age-margaret-mead-1901-1978> [accessed 12 May 2024]] 

[bookmark: _Int_8Tf1RD2M][bookmark: _Int_5w4mNAYe]Despite the vast tapestry of cultural differences, anthropology also uncovers certain universal human experiences. These include rituals surrounding birth, death, and coming-of-age, the formation of families and communities, and the fundamental human quest for the meaning in life. [footnoteRef:21061] By studying how diverse cultures address universal challenges such as illness, loss, and environmental pressures, anthropology helps us recognize our shared humanity. Furthermore, examining human evolution, biology, and language alongside cultural practices allows anthropologists to paint a holistic picture of who we are. This integrated approach reveals the intricate interplay between our biological predispositions and the cultural environments we create. In essence, anthropology allows us to appreciate both the remarkable diversity and the underlying unity of the human experience. [footnoteRef:12814] [21061:  Donald E Brown, ‘Human Universals’, Daedalus, 133.4 (2004), 47–54 (p.52)]  [12814:  Cathrine Neveu, Anthropology, by Comparison, (review by Andre Gingrich and Richard G. Fox), Social Anthropology 116–17 (p. 117) <DOI: 10.1017/S0964028204250479>] 

While the specific rituals and traditions of rites of passage vary across religions and denominations, their core function remains central: to mark significant life transitions. Some religious traditions may incorporate additional rites specific to their beliefs and practices. In some cases, traditional practices surrounding rites of passage are evolving or adapting to modern contexts. This highlights the dynamic nature of these rituals. Overall, the form of rites of passage may change over time, but their role in marking significant transitions and reinforcing religious identity remains a crucial aspect of many contemporary religious practices. 
Between 1880 and 1949, Sweden underwent social conflict and alternative industrialization, leading to a reformation of the working class. This period saw the rise of memoirs reflecting on class and gender, implying discussions about "religious change" related to secularization, cultural processes, and the individualization of religious experiences.[footnoteRef:3477] This facilitated researchers in utilizing diverse personal narratives, particularly those related to death rites, creating a "common platform" for various social groups and genders to interpret cultural and religious practices. The higher classes of the time viewed this as a "...shift away from the focus on the Afterlife and the Last Judgement...", which were understood as the rites of passage. [footnoteRef:8312] Anthropologist, Arnold Van Gennep, interprets the death rite as a social context, arguing that every rite of transition denotes a transformation of existing social relations. However, American anthropologist Ray A. Rappaport argues that the term ritual means "...the performance of more or less invariant sequences of formal acts and utterances not entirely encoded by the performers." Therefore, without any performance, there is no ritual. [footnoteRef:10291] [3477:  Bruno Boute and Thomas Småberg, Devising Order Socio-Religious Models, Rituals, and the Performativity of Practice (Leiden: Brill, 2013) p.46]  [8312:  Boute and Småberg, Devising Order, p. 46]  [10291:  Ibid, p. 47] 

[bookmark: _Int_FFLXkb5b]In my opinion, rites of passage, demonstrably present across cultures and throughout history – from ceremonies to weddings and, most notably, funerals – play a vital role even in modern society. They mark significant stages in an individual's life, providing a framework for understanding their evolving roles and responsibilities. However, it's undeniable that some rites of passage can be exclusionary, with factors like gender, social class, or religious beliefs acting as barriers. Death rituals, however, offer a valuable framework across various faiths. They acknowledge the final transition, providing comfort and closure for the bereaved, while also expressing beliefs about the afterlife or the continued existence of the deceased. While some rites may be exclusionary, the importance of death rituals in facilitating closure and expressing beliefs is undeniable.
Rituals are a powerful way to transmit cultural knowledge and values from one generation to the next. By participating in rituals, we learn about our history and connect with those who came before us. This fosters a sense of continuity and shared identity within a community. They also provide a socially acceptable way to express strong emotions like grief, joy, or gratitude. Certain actions and symbols within a ritual can act as a release valve for powerful feelings.
[bookmark: _Int_w5PqYCfg]The concept of family varies greatly across many different societies and cultures. Regardless of our background or beliefs, death plays a significant role in our lives, and our families become a focal point during such times. It is through the ways in which we respond to the passing of our loved ones that we gain insights into ourselves and our core beliefs – a way of saying goodbye that reflects who we are. [footnoteRef:12366] Across the planet, we can discover many cultural examples of burial practices for our families. In the wake of a loved one's passing, tradition and local customs often provide a framework for families to follow when laying the deceased to rest. Family and friends then engage in mourning practices and hold various events to honor the life of the departed. Modern funeral practices, too, are woven from these strong cultural influences and threads of tradition, ensuring that ceremonies continue to reflect the values and beliefs of the communities they serve. [footnoteRef:9440] [12366:  Demetra M Pappas, ‘The Sociology of Death’, British Journal of Sociology (London: Routledge Journals for the London School of Economics and Political Science, 1995), 145–46 (p. 145) <DOI: 10.2307/591631>]  [9440:  Tony Walter, ‘The Sociology of Death’, Sociology Compass, 2.1 (2008), 317–36 (p. 324) <DOI: 10.1111/j.1751-9020.2007.00069.x>] 

Across religions, cultures, and beliefs, funerals serve a common purpose. Traditionally organized by relatives and funeral directors, these services provide a space for acknowledging the deceased and their life. Most notably, funeral rituals are particularly prevalent in Western modern societies. [footnoteRef:2315] These rituals offer a framework for the deceased to undergo a symbolic transformation, marking a transition and a sense of continuity. For families, they also provide a crucial step in the grieving process, allowing them to begin to heal from their loss. [footnoteRef:22010]  The COVID-19 pandemic significantly disrupted traditional funeral practices, impacting people on a deep level. [footnoteRef:19044] Restrictions on gatherings meant loved ones could not visit or mourn together in the usual way. This shift not only altered the rituals themselves but also likely contributed to poorer psychological well-being among bereaved families. [footnoteRef:15498] The physical closeness humans crave during mourning was significantly restricted. [2315:  Death Studies, Washington, DC: Taylor & Francis, 1985)]  [22010:  Death Studies, et al.]  [19044: . Mas'amah et al. “Death, Funeral Rituals, and Stigma: Perspectives from Mortuary Workers and Bereaved Families.” Pastoral psychology, 72.2 (2023): 305-316. (p. 305) <DOI:10.1007/s11089-022-01053-9>]  [15498:  Mas'amah, Death, Funeral Rituals, p. 306] 

In the present day, our ceremonial practices, particularly surrounding death, are evolving alongside the rise of the internet. New ways of engaging with grief and commemorating the deceased have emerged, prompting some specialists to speculate that traditional practices may eventually disappear altogether. [footnoteRef:29148] The internet has provided a common space for virtual memorials, such as online tombs, mourning webpages, and anniversary celebrations. These platforms offer a new form of interaction that redefines the relationship between the living and the dead. [footnoteRef:3950] They allow for greater accessibility and permanence, enabling geographically dispersed loved ones to connect and share memories, and for memorials to exist beyond the physical limitations of cemeteries or gravestones. However, it is important to consider the potential drawbacks of online rituals. The physical presence and shared experience of traditional ceremonies can be powerful, and the internet may not be able to fully replicate this. [footnoteRef:15614] Additionally, the long-term viability of online memorials depends on the platforms they are hosted on, raising questions about permanence in a constantly evolving digital landscape. Therefore, the internet is undoubtedly changing the way we conduct ceremonies. While it offers new opportunities for connection and commemoration, it is likely that online practices will develop alongside, rather than replace, traditional rituals. [29148:  Julie Alev Dilmac, ‘The New Forms of Mourning: Loss and Exhibition of the Death on the Internet’, Omega: Journal of Death and Dying, 77.3 (2018), 280–95 (p.280) <DOI: 10.1177/0030222816633240>]  [3950:  Dilmaç, ’The New Forms of Mourning’, p. 281 ]  [15614:  Ibid, p. 282] 

As we compare the differences between our own established views on death rituals and those of other cultures, it prompts us to consider whether we have strayed from the true meaning of death and the forms of mourning we express. Through examining death rituals through the lens of cultures with differing outlooks, we may gain valuable insights and potentially rediscover the significance death holds.
For example, the age-old Tibetan practice of the sky burial involves placing the deceased's body on a high peak, where it is consumed by vultures and other scavengers. [footnoteRef:28519] While this tradition might seem macabre to outsiders, it serves as a dual purpose: sustainability and symbolism. For followers of Tibetan Buddhism, the body is merely a “discarded shell”, as the soul has already embarked on its journey towards reincarnation.[footnoteRef:21432] Furthermore, complete consumption by the birds is considered a good omen, as Tibetan tradition suggests that even vultures, known for their indiscriminate appetite, would not touch the body of someone who has led a life of wickedness.[footnoteRef:12928]  [28519:  Xin Lu, et al, ‘Status, Ecology, and Conservation of the Himalayan Griffon Gyps Himalayensis (Aves, Accipitridae) in the Tibetan Plateau’, Ambio, 38.3 (2009), 166–73 (p.166) <DOI: 10.1579/0044-7447-38.3.166>]  [21432:  Lu, ’Status, Ecology, and Conservation’, p. 166]  [12928:  Ibid, p. 167] 

Another example of death rituals can be found in Kaduwaga village, located on Trobriand Island. The villagers cope with death by sharing food and valuables. This act serves to honor the deceased and strengthen social bonds within the community. According to Susan P. Montague, villagers have made broad statements about why foreigners lack these customs. [footnoteRef:29476] They question our mortuary practices, particularly in relation to how they demonstrate respect for the deceased. From the villagers' perspective, our behavior appears selfish because we tend to eat for ourselves rather than sharing food with others. They see this as extending to neglecting the sharing of food even during occasions meant to honor deceased ancestors. This emphasis on sharing during funerals strengthens social ties and fosters a sense of community responsibility. We can further explore how these contrasting mortuary practices reflect different cultural values. [footnoteRef:2658] Perhaps for the Kaduwaga villagers, sharing food signifies a communal bond that transcends the physical realm, extending to the deceased ancestors. In contrast, our culture might place a greater emphasis on individual mourning and remembrance. [29476:  Frederick H Damon and Roy Wagner, Death Rituals and Life in the Societies of the Kula Ring (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1989) p.23]  [2658:  Damon and Wagner, Death Rituals and Life, p. 24] 

Both the Kaduwaga and Tibetan cultures use rituals surrounding death to grapple with big questions about life, death, and our place in the world. This focus on rituals to mark significant life events is a universal human characteristic. They also show us the rich tapestry of human cultures. The differences in their practices highlight that there's no single way to be human. We can learn and grow by understanding these variations. Their traditions around death help people process loss and find meaning in the face of mortality. This is a challenge faced by all cultures and a core part of human experience. By looking at these cultures, we can see that being human is about being part of something larger than ourselves, grappling with difficult questions, and finding ways to create meaning in our lives. It's about both honoring our individuality and recognizing our interdependence.
The origins of food are shrouded in mystery, leaving us with an incomplete picture of how and where we acquired the knowledge to procure and produce it. [footnoteRef:13201] For millennia, animals on this planet have played a vital role in our survival, driving the need to hunt and scavenge. With this, food is more than just sustenance; it is a gift from the elements, locked in a continuous cycle of exchange with the universe. This is why, in most cultures, food is considered a sacred ritual. [footnoteRef:27103] In our own culture, food is already woven into the fabric of our own social rituals. From harvest festivals and celebratory feasts to the simple act of sharing a meal with loved ones, food brings people together. Consider the American Thanksgiving tradition, a time dedicated to expressing gratitude for the bounty of the harvest. Similarly, Christmas feasts are steeped in tradition, fostering a sense of community and togetherness. [footnoteRef:30383] These examples highlight how food transcends mere sustenance; it serves as a powerful tool to connect, celebrate, and express appreciation for what we have. [13201:  Ben Okri, ‘FOOD, RITUAL, AND DEATH’, Callaloo, 38.5 (2015), 1034–36 (p.1034) <DOI: 10.1353/cal.2015.0153>]  [27103:  Okri, ‘FOOD, RITUAL, AND DEATH’, p. 1034]  [30383:  Ibid, p.1035] 

[bookmark: _Int_fyV2ZHFZ]In contrast to other societies and cultures where food holds a straightforward meaning, Hindu culture imbues eating with a complex and subversive quality. Food itself is meticulously classified according to a set of codes. From an anthropological perspective, these practices can be seen as a form of conventional wisdom, shaping societal beliefs and behaviors. [footnoteRef:12638] One example of this intricate relationship with food can be found in north Indian mortuary rites. Here, eating takes on a symbolic role that extends beyond simple sustenance. It is believed that the mourners not only consume food on behalf of the deceased but also, in a sense, partake in consuming aspects of the deceased themself. This act of digestion is seen as a transformative process, separating the wholesome elements of the ”...food from the waste products”. [footnoteRef:10502] This metaphor is then employed across various cultural contexts. The argument goes that through this symbolic digestion, the deceased's corrupted sins are erased. Meanwhile, their pure essence is distilled and transmitted to the other world. This process mirrors the way the corpse itself is transformed: first,” ...by the fire of cremation... “and then through ...” offerings to the gods via the sacrificial fire.” [footnoteRef:30918] [12638:  Jonathan Parry, ‘Death and Digestion: The Symbolism of Food and Eating in North Indian Mortuary Rites’, Man 20.4 (1985), 612–30 (p.613) <DOI: 10.2307/2802753> ]  [10502:  Parry, ‘Death and Digestion’, p.612]  [30918:  Ibid, p.612] 

In Western culture, food generally holds a simpler meaning. It is seen as fuel for the body, a source of enjoyment, and a social activity that brings people together. In death rituals, food doesn't hold a particular symbolic meaning beyond fostering social connection. People might choose a wider variety based on taste, convenience, or health considerations. However, food plays a powerful symbolic role in various cultures around the world. For instance, in North Indian mortuary rites, food offerings serve as a way to connect with the deceased and ease their journey into the afterlife. This practice highlights a key difference between Western and Hindu cultures. Western cultures often emphasize individual preferences, whereas Hindu culture places a stronger emphasis on collective practices and adhering to established social norms surrounding food. In essence, Western cultures tend to have a more casual and individualistic approach to food, while Hindu culture views it as a complex system imbued with religious and symbolic significance.
Humanity confronts death with a kaleidoscope of emotions, traditions, and beliefs. Religious rituals, passed down through generations, offer solace, structure, and a sense of purpose in the face of loss. Studied by anthropologists, these rituals reveal the intricate interplay between family, food, and the expression of grief across cultures. Families serve as a cornerstone in death rituals. They provide emotional support, uphold traditions, and ensure the deceased is honored with dignity. Food, often imbued with symbolism, becomes a powerful tool for both mourning and celebration. Shared meals nourish not just the body, but also the spirit of community, fostering connection during a time of vulnerability. Anthropology sheds light on this rich tapestry. By studying diverse cultures, we see how different practices address the same universal human experiences. From the elaborate funeral ceremonies in one society to the quiet vigil in another, each ritual grapples with mortality and the mysteries beyond. In conclusion, death rituals are not merely cultural oddities; they are windows into the human soul. By understanding these rituals, facilitated by anthropological research, we gain a deeper appreciation for the diversity and universality of human experience. We witness the unwavering strength of family bonds, the symbolic language of food, and the enduring search for meaning amidst loss. Ultimately, the study of death rituals allows us to connect with the shared human story, reminding us that even in grief, we are not alone.
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