Death, Pollution and Rites of Passage

Introduction
In this session we are going to explore funerary ritual and concepts of death and pollution. We will be using anthropological approaches and seeing how these have been applied to the archaeological record. We will also be looking in detail at rites of passage, developed as rituals to deal with “life crises”.

Pollution and Taboo
Please read Douglas 1966 (Chapter 6).
Social order implies regulation within society; a structure which is ordered where everyone knows their place and lives by rules and regulations, and within culturally imposed restrictions. Disorder upsets this pattern (the fabric of society), releasing individuals, perhaps only temporarily, from their social restrictions. While it is dangerous therefore this disruption or disorder also symbolises power and possibly liberation. “Ritual recognizes the potency of disorder” (Douglas 1966: 1) and has the power to reveals truths.
Ritual use of disorder & pollution: this is a powerful but dangerous state. Individuals who are outside of the normal structures of society are thought to be in marginal and ambiguous states: for example we might consider a new-born child and their mother; also someone recently deceased & their immediate relations.. Similar beliefs surround menstruation and miscarriage; in many societies women by definition are polluted and thus it is appropriate that they deal with death. These ambiguous or transitional states are dangerous both to the individuals within them and members of wider society who might come into contact with them. These marginal, dangerous states are considered polluted – they are associated with dirt, disorder, violence, lawlessness, obscenity. They are also very powerful states which can upset the status quo.  How does society deal with marginality and pollution? Ritual performance (purification) is needed to set right the social order. Protection might be sought:
· External symbols (with apotropaic qualities): charms, spells, amulets, blessings, formulae
· Internal powers which reside within the psyche of the agent (perhaps subconsciously): the evil eye, witchcraft etc.

Pollution and Burial Ritual
Death might be considered as polluting for a number of reasons:
· the inevitable putrescence and decay of the corpse;
· and perhaps most importantly the marginal, ambiguous position occupied by both the deceased and the mourners.
Why is the corpse feared? According to Hertz this horror derives from the corruption of bodily decay, although he separates this from our western concerns: “This is not a matter of hygiene (as we understand it), nor even, exclusively, a concern to ward off foul smells: we must not attribute to these people feelings and scruples about smell which are foreign to them” (Hertz 1960: 32)
Fear of the corpse though derives from the disconnection between the body and the spirit/soul. The spirit/soul/essence is dangerous when it no longer occupies its body and is in a marginal state: it brings disorder on society and thus should be considered a polluting presence. Touching the corpse might be considered dangerous – at risk of being polluted.
Death...by striking the individual, has given him a new character: his body, which... was in the realm of the ordinary, suddenly leaves it; it can no longer be touched without danger, it is an object of horror and dread. Now we know to what degree the religious or magical properties of things are regarded as contagious by “primitives”: the “impure cloud” which, according to the Olo Ngaju, surrounds the deceased, pollutes everything it touches.
(Hertz 1960: 37-8)
Kin are contaminated by death because of their immediate association with it: “[e]ach severed relationship leaves a living person that much reduced: a social and psychological amputee” (Metcalf and Huntingdon 1991: 82). See for example the privations suffered by a widow or widower amongst the Berawan during the period of the funeral (Metcalf and Huntingdon 1991: 93) – the mourners/immediate kin share the condition of the deceased. Amongst the Berawan for example the widow suffers to deflect the malice of the vengeful soul of the deceased. The deceased protects the community from pollution & the vengefulness or malice of a spirit and in return the funeral is a communal event, reintegrating mourners within society.

Different cultures construct notions of pollution and its pervasiveness differently – this is dicussed in some depth by Metcalf and Huntingdon (Chapters 4 and 5) and also by Watson (in Bloch and Parry 1982 – Chapter 5). In many societies women might be considered to be polluted (see introduction to Bloch and Parry & Bloch’s paper in the same volume), because of menstruation and childbirth. These individuals then might be more frequently involved in the preparation of the body and engaged as professional mourners. This seems to have been the case in Late Geometric Greece – where rows of mourners tearing at their hair are depicted on monumental funerary vessels. Similarly, descriptions of funerary ritual in Homeric epic describe women mourners beating their breasts, lacerating their cheeks and tearing their hair.

Rites of Passage
Please read Bowie 2000 (Chapter 6) & Morris 1987 (Chapter 2)
Rites of passage mark the transition between different stages in a person’s life, specifically concerned with a change in a person’s status. The actually rites (or ritual) surrounding this transition is a communal event including more that the individual going through this transition: as the transition will affect social relations within the wider community – more than the individual the wider group is also affected. Rites of passage surround various important events in a person’s life: birth, puberty & initiation, marriage, childbirth, marriage and death. 
“Transitions ...are looked on as implicit in the very fact of existence, so that a man’s life comes to be made up of a succession of stages within similar ends and beginnings: birth, social puberty, marriage, fatherhood, advancement to a higher social class, occupational specialization, and death. For every one of these events there are ceremonies whose essential purpose is to enable the individual to pass from one defined position to another”
(van Gennep 1909/1960: 3)
Van Gennep suggested that the rites of passage are universal – a device by which society is able to deal with trauma, upheaval and change and thereby restructure itself. He identified three basic stages:
· Separation 	= preliminal
· Transition	= liminal (threshold)
· Incorporation	= postliminal
Each of these stages is associated with a particular type of ritual performance.
Separation: marks a break with the previous state and the associated rituals symbolize cutting/separating, for example cutting or shaving hair & ritual cleansing.
Transition: the individual is in an ambiguous, marginal stage between two states. This is the liminal stage or threshold. Rituals should mark this marginality, ambiguity, confused state, by for example suspending or exaggerating normal rules of behaviour. Specific clothing or markings (bodily decoration) might be used to mark out this phase and certain taboos might be imposed. This liminal stage is frequently associated with pollution.
Incorporation:  the individual is reintegrated into society or passes over into their new state.
“The crossing of a threshold, real or symbolic, temporal or physical is a key element in all rites of passage” (Bowie 2000: 163)
Rites of passage and death: funerary ritual represents the rites of passage needed to help the deceased pass safely into their new state/world (the afterlife, purgatory, the realm of the ancestors for example). However, it is not only the deceased who finds themselves in a liminal state – the mourners likewise are separated from society (polluted by their association with death) and they need to perform certain rituals associated with the burial to allow themselves to be reintegrated with life. Funerary ritual symbolically marks the state of separation for both the deceased and the mourners and is intended to protect all the individuals involved at what might be considered to be a dangerous and polluting time. The personal belongings of the deceased might be ritually killed (destroyed) or otherwise placed in their tomb with them. The threshold (state of separation) therefore is an important social place/state which mediates between social and physical states; it allows society to return to a state or equilibrium.
A rite of passage represents movement from the status quo into an ambiguous state and then back to a new, renegotiated status quo: from structure to anti-structure and back.

According to Hertz (1960) [discussed in Morris 1987, Chapter 2; Metcalfe and Huntingdon 1991, Chapter 4] death represents an external force which rocks society to its core through the destruction of an individual. The deceased and the survivors are pushed into new and very different relationships. Funerary ritual (rites of passage) allows equilibrium to be restored over a period of time. The impact on society caused by the death of an individual will vary according to their status and/or social position (number of social relations they are engaged in) and this will be reflected in the scale of consumption and the form of an individual’s burial (the separation rites needed to restore equilibrium). These rites not only are needed to dispose of the corpse, but equally they allow for the emotional release of the survivors, to allow them to successfully to reintegrate within society.
Funerary ritual also is necessary to separate the soul from the corpse. Hertz argues that some ceremony or ritual should also mark the integration of the soul with the ancestors and also suggests that the physical state of the corpse and that of the soul are frequently interlinked. Only once the flesh has rotted or the body has been cremated does the deceased move on into the afterlife/realm of the ancestors and their ties with the living are broken. This might explain the prevalence of ceremonies involving manipulation of the bones in a number of different cultures: for example the Neolithic in Britain or the Bronze Age in Cyprus.

Roman Funerary Ritual
A brief summary of Roman funerary ritual will demonstrate both how rites of passage were integral for the structuring of social practices surrounding death and burial and the pervasiveness of the concept of pollution.

The Romans believed in the survival of the soul and some kind of conscious existence after death; this belief is illustrated by ancient textual evidence, the structure of Roman tombs and the provision of goods for the afterlife. They believed that the dead and the living could affect each other, hence their separation of mortuary space (tombs) in extramural cemeteries (frequently lining the main routes into a town, perhaps best illustrated by the tombs at Pompeii. They also believed that a person’s conduct and deeds in this world will have bearing on destiny in the hereafter. After burial the Roman Manes dwelled underground, near tomb or in the tomb itself, which frequently resembled smaller versions of houses. The tomb therefore was a place where the living could communicate with the dead. It was a place for offerings and nourishment for the deceased (drinks, food, oil, blood) and the survivors would share funerary meals with the deceased.
Funerary ritual was a necessary element of Roman life. Death brought pollution which required various acts of purification on the part of survivors (to help the deceased move on into the next state of existence and likewise to allow the mourners to reintegrate with the wider community. The Romans believed that to leave a corpse unburied might have unpleasant repercussions for the soul of the deceased – at a very minimum it should be covered by earth, but full ritual demanded a range of obsequies. The nearest relatives should surround the deceased on their death bed; the closest relative would give the last kiss to catch the soul and closed the eyes of the deceased. The mourners called the deceased by their name and lamented them at regular intervals till burial. The body was then washed, anointed, dressed in finery and provided with a coin for Charon. The body would lie in state (collocare) for up to seven days and then the funerary ritual would culmintate with the funerary procession (pompa) to the tomb. This traditionally took place by torchlight at night. There were various statutory funerary regulations, which clearly illustrate how the association with death was considered to be polluting: 
· A pig sacrifice had to be completed for a tomb to become a tomb legally;
· A suffito ceremony was necessary for the relatives/mourners returning from the tomb; this involved cleansing with fire and water;
· There were also cleansing ceremonies at house of deceased (feriae denicales).
Various rituals marked the threshold stage of the funeral: there was a funerary feast in honour of deceased (silicernium) which was held at the grave on the day of funeral. In addition other funerary meals were held throughout the year at the tomb, which consequently was frequently provided with kitchens and seating areas for the diners. A share of the feast would be set aside for the deceased.
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