Reading 4

THE FUNCTION OF FUNERALS—
BRONISLAW MALINOWSKI

alinowski (1884-1942) was a Polish anthropologist who worked in the

Trobriand Islands in South Pacific during WWI. His approach to religion
s “functionalist.” He was not so much concerned with explaining religion as a
jlobal phenomenon as he was with describing the function of specific religious
ictivities in society. His description of the funeral ritual here excerpted is a clas-
iic in social research and could as easily be applied to a funeral service in a con-
emporary American church or synagogue as to a primitive people in Melanesia.
The ritual reintegrates the social network after the trauma of loss and enables
ife to continue. Malinowski built on the work of Durkheim, who also described
uneral rites, though not so precisely or powerfully, but he did not fall into
reductionism. The dangers of functionalism are that the analyst plays God,
:xplaining what people are doing from the point of view of one who under-
itands their “real” if unperceived motivations. In unskilled hands, functionalism
an become supercilious and arrogant. Malinowksi, however, was far too
iophisticated to succumb to such a temptation. His “primitives” are more or less
leliberately creating emotions that reintegrated society. Their ritual is not so
nuch producing a “supernatural” that they can adore, but an attempt to heal
vounds in the social fabric.

It seems to the editor of this volume that the Irish wake—now infrequent in
reland but persisting in somewhat attenuated form in the United States—is a
ipectacular example of “mortuary ritual.” The drinking and singing and danc-
ng in the cottage where the dead body rests (described in the Dublin ballad,
‘Tim Finnegan’s Wake”), to say nothing of the love-making in the fields around
he cottage were deliberate acts of defiance aimed at death. The social network
was reintegrated by shouting at the top of one’s lungs, “Screw you, Death!” It
s one way to do it.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. Are not the funeral rites described by Malinowski inherently deceptive, a
way of escaping the somber fact of death?

2. Would it not be easier on mourners if there were no such rituals?

3. Analyze with Malinowski’s model a funeral rite in which you participat-
ed.

1. Do you think that such rituals today are hollow and empty for many who
participate in them?
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“
DEATH AND THE REINTEGRATION OF THE GROUP
Bronislaw Malinowski .

Of all sources of religion, the supreme and final crisis of life—death—is of the
greatest importance. Death is the gateway to the other world in more than the .
literal sense. According to most theories of early religion, a great deal, if not all,
of religious inspiration has been derived from it—and in this orthodox views are
on the whole correct. Man has to live his life in the shadow of death, and he
who clings to life and enjoys its fullness must dread the menace of its end. And
he who is faced by death turns to the promise of life. Death and its denial—
Immortality—have always formed, as they form today, the most poignant theme
of man’s forebodings. The extreme complexity of man’s emotional reactions to
life finds necessarily its counterpart in his attitude to death, Only what in life has
been spread over a long space and manifested in a succession of experiences and
events is here at its end condensed into one crisis which provokes a violent and
complex outburst of religious manifestations.

Even among the most primitive peoples, the attitude towards death is infi-
nitely more complex and, I may add, more akin to our own, than is usually
assumed. It is often stated by anthropologists that the dominant feeling of the
survivors is that of horror at the corpse and of fear of the ghost. This twin atti-
tude is even made by no less an authority than Wilhelm Wundt the very nucle-
us of all religious belief and practice. Yet this assertion is only a half-truth, which’
means no truth at all. The emotions are extremely complex and even contradic-
tory; the dominant elements, love of the dead and loathing of the corpse, pas-
sionate attachment to the personality still lingering about the body and a shat-
tering fear of the gruesome thing that has been left over, these two elements seem
to mingle and play into each other. This is reflected in the spontaneous behav-
ior and in the ritual proceedings at death. In the tending of the corpse, in the
modes of its disposal, in the post-funerary and commemorative ceremonies, the

the s

nearest relatives, the mother mourning for her son, the widovg for her husband,

the child for the parent, always show some horror and fear mingled %v&th pious

love, but never do the negative elements appear alone or even domlinant.

The mortuary proceedings show a striking similarity throu%;)i;t.the world.
As death approaches, the nearest relatives in any case, sometimes tht whole
community, forgather by the dying man, and dying, the most private j ct which
a man can perform, is transformed into a public, tribal event. As a rzlz, a cer-
tain differentiation takes place at once, some of the relatives watching fear the
corpse, others making preparations for the pending end and its consequences,
others again performing perhaps some religious acts at a sacred spot. Thus in
certain parts of Melanesia the real kinsmen must keep at a distance and only rel-

Source: Bronislaw Malinowski. Magic, Science and Religion, Garden City, New York: Doubleday,
pp. 47-53. Copyright 1948 by The Free Press.
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ves by marriage perform the mortuary services, while in some tribes of
stralia the reverse order is observed.,

As soon as death has occurred, the body is washed, anointed and
droed, sometimes the bodily apertures are filled, the arms and legs tied
sether. Then it is exposed to the view of all, and the most important phase,
: immediate mourning begins. Those who have witnessed death and its
\uel among savages and who can compare these events with their counter-
‘t among other uncivilized peoples must be struck by the fundamental sim-
ity of the proceedings. There is always a more or less conventionalized
1 dramatized outburst of grief and wailing in sorrow, which often passes
ong savages into bodily lacerations and the tearing of hair. This is always
2€ in a public display and is associated with visible signs of mourning, such
black or white daubs on the body, shaven or disheveled hair, strange or
n garments,

The immediate mourning goes on round the corpse. This, far from being
nned or dreaded, is usually the center of pious attention. Often there are rit-

forms of fondling or attestations of reverence. The body is sometimes kept
the knees of seated persons, stroked and embraced. At the same time these
s are usually considered both dangerous and repugnant, duties to be fulfilled
some cost to the performer. After a time the corpse has to be disposed of.
umation with an open or closed grave; exposure in caves or on platforms, in
low trees or on the ground in some wild desert Place; burning or setting adrift
:anoes—these are the usual forms of disposal.

This brings us to perhaps the most important point, the two-fold contra-
tory tendency, on the one hand to preserve the body, to keep its form intact,
-0 retain parts of it: on the other hand the desire to be done with it, to put it
~of the way, to annihilate it completely. Mummification and burning are the
) extreme expressions of this two-fold tendency. It is impossible to regard
mmification or burning or any intermediate form as determined by mere
ident of belief, as a historical feature of some culture or other which has
aed its universality by the mechanism of spread and contact only. For in these
toms is clearly expressed the fundamental attitude of mind of the surviving
itive, friend or lover, the longing for all that remains of the dead person and

disgust and fear of the dreadful transformation wrought by death.

One extreme and interesting variety in which this double-edged attitude is
ressed in a gruesome manner is sarco-cannibalism, a custom of partaking in
'y of the flesh of the dead person. It is done with extreme repugnance and
ad and usually followed by a violent vomiting fit. At the same time it is felt
)¢ a supreme act of reverence, love, and devotion. In fact it is considered such
icred duty that among the Melanesians of New Guinea, where I have stud-

and witnessed it, it is still performed in secret, although severely penalized
the white Government. The smearing of the body with the fat of the dead,
valent in Australia and Papuasia is, perhaps, but a variety of this custom.

In all such rites, there is a desire to maintain the tie and the parallel tenden-
o break the bond. Thus the funerary rites are considered as unclean and soil-

the contact with the corpse as defiling and dangerous, and the petformers
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have to wash, cleanse their body, remove all traces of contact, and perform rit-
ual lustrations. Yet the mortuary ritual compels man to overcome the repug-
nance, to conquer his fears, to make piety and attachment triumphant, and with
it the belief in a future life, in the survival of the spirit.

And here we touch on one of the most important functions of religious cult.
In the foregoing analysis I have laid stress on the direct emotional forces creat-
ed by contact with death and with the corpse, for they primarily and most pow-
erfully determine the behavior of the survivors. But connected with these emo-+
tions and born out of them, there is the idea of the spirit, the belief in the new
life into which the departed has entered. And here we return to the problem of
animism with which we began our survey of primitive religious facts. What is
the substance of a spirit, and what is the psychological origin of this belief?

The savage is intensely afraid of death, probably as the result of some deep-
seated instincts common to man and animals. He does not want to realize it was
an end, he cannot face the idea of complete cessation, of annihilation. The idea
of spirit and of spiritual existence is near at hand, furnished by such experiences
as are discovered and described by Tylor Grasping at it, man reaches the com-
forting belief in spiritual continuity and in the life after death. Yet this belief does
not remain unchallenged in the complex, double-edged play of hope and fear
which sets in always in the face of death. To the comforting voice of hope, to the
intense desire of immortality, to the difficulty, in one’s own case, almost the
impossibility, of facing annihilation there are opposed powerful and terrible
forebodings. The testimony of the senses, the gruesome decomposition of the
corpse, the visible disappearance of the personality—certain apparently instinc-
tive suggestions of fear and horror seem to threaten man at all stages of culture
with some idea of annihilation, with some hidden fears and forebodings. And
here into this play of emotional forces, into this supreme dilemma of life and
final death, religion steps in, selecting the positive creed, the comforting view,
the culturally valuable belief in immortality, in the spirit independent of the
body, and in the continuance of life after death. In the various ceremonies at
death, in commemoration and communion with the departed, and worship of
ancestral ghosts, religion gives body and form to the saving beliefs. - - ~,~¥

Thus the belief in immortality is the result of a deep emotiormkrevelation,,
standardized by religion, rather than a primitive philosophict doctrine. Man’s
conviction of continued life is one of the supreme gifts of religion, which judges
and selects the better of the two alternatives suggested by self-pyesarvatjon—the
hope of continued life and the fear of annihilation. The beligfg'in s;;in“ts is the
result of the belief in immortality. The substance of which the spirits}afe made
is the full-blooded passion and desire for life, rather than the shadojvy stuff
which haunts his dreams and illusions. Religion saves man from a surrender to
death and destruction, and in doing this it merely makes use of the observations
of dreams, shadows, and visions. The real nucleus of animism lies in the deep-
est emotional fact of human nature, the desire for life.

Thus the rites of mourning, the ritual behavior immediately after death, can
be taken as pattern of the religious act, while the belief in immortality, in the
continuity of life and in the nether world, can be taken as the prototype of an
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of faith. Here, as in the religious ceremonies previously described, we find
>ontained acts, the aim of which is achieved in their very performance.
ritual despair, the obsequies, the acts of mourning, express the emotion of the
aved and the loss of the whole group. They endorse and they duplicate the
ral feelings of the survivors, they create a social event out of a natural fact.
though in the acts of mourning, in the mimic despair of wailing, in the treat-
t of the corpse and in its disposal, nothing ulterior is achieved, these acts ful-
n important function and possess a considerable value for primitive culture.
What is this function? The imitation ceremonies we have found fulfill theirs
cralizing tradition; the food cults, sacrament and sacrifice bring man into
munion with providence, with the beneficent forces of plenty; totemism
lardizes man’s practical, useful attitude of selective interest towards his sur-
dings. If the view here taken of the biological function of religion is true,
: such similar role must also be played by the whole mortuary ritual.
The death of a man or woman in a primitive group, consisting of a limited
ber of individuals, is an event of no mean importance. The nearest relatives
friends are disturbed to the depth of their emotional life. A small commu-
bereft of a member, especially if he be important, is severely mutilated. The
le event breaks the normal course of life and shakes the moral foundations
«iety. The strong tendency on which we have insisted in the above descrip-
to give way to fear and horror, to abandon the corpse, to run away from
rillage, to destroy all the belongings of the dead one—all these impulses
> and if given way to would be extremely dangerous, disintegrating the
p, destroying the material foundations of primitive culture. Death in a prim-
society is, therefore, much more than the removal of a member. By setting
otion one part of the deep forces of the instinct of self-preservation, it
itens the very cohesion and solidarity of the group, and upon this depends
rrganization of that society, its tradition, and finally the whole culture. For
mitive man yielded always to the disintegrating impulses of his reaction to
1, the continuity of tradition and the existence of material civilization would
ade impossible.
We have seen already how religion, by sacralizing and thus standardizing
ither set of impulses, bestows on man the gift of mental integrity. Exactly
ame function it fulfills also with regard to the whole group. The ceremoni-
death which ties the survivors to the body and rivets them to the place of
3, the beliefs in the existence of the spirit, in its beneficent influences or
volent intentions, in the duties of a series of commemorative or sacrificial
nonies—in all this religion counteracts the centrifugal forces of fear, dismay,
»ralization, and provides the most powerful means of reintegration of the
p’s shaken solidarity and of the re-establishment of its morale.
n short, religion here assures the victory of tradition and culture over the
negative response of thwarted instinct. |




