Anthropology 322,  Comparative Study of Death

Spring Quarter, 2003, T,Th 2:30-4:50, Smith 211

James W. Green, Denny 239

jwgreen@u.washington.edu

Office Hours: after class and by appointment.

Texts

Purified by Fire, Stephen Prothero (2001)

When a Jew Dies, Samuel C. Heilman (2001)

Twice Dead, Margaret Lock (2001)

Carried to the Wall, Kristin Ann Hass (1998)

Weekly Topics and Readings
1, Apr 1/3:  Death as a Point of View

Prothero, Introduction, 6, 7.

Heilman, Final Thoughts.

Lock, Preamble, 8.

2, Apr 8/10:  Death in Western Cultures

Heilman, Introduction. 

   Gosess and Petira: Near Death and End of Life.


   Beit Olam and Yizkor: Forever.

Lock, 1.

3, Apr 15/17:  Death as a Physical Event

Lock, 2-5, 10.

4, Apr 22/24:  Body Work

Heilman, Tahara: Purifying the Dead.

Prothero, 1, 2, 3, 4.

5, Apr 29/May 1:  Ritualization of Death
Heilman, Leveiya: the Funeral.

Prothero, 5.

Lock, 9.

6, May 6/8:  Grief

Heilman, Onen: Freshly Bereaved.


   Shivah: Seven Days of Mourning.


   Shloshim and Kaddish: The First Month and After.

7, May 13/15:  Memorialization
Hass, all.

8, May 20/22:  Escaping Oblivion: Soul Stuff and Near Death Experiences
Lock, 12.

9, May 27/29:  Contemporary Ethical and Legal Issues, Including the (In)famous Dr. Death


Himself.
Lock, 13, 14, Reflections.

10, June 3/5:  Last Things.

The Course Paper

In the past century, the management of death in the Western world has moved away from the home and out of the hands of religious functionaries. Death is increasingly “owned” by doctors, hospitals, and the commercial funeral industry. Americans have reacted to this in ways that could be described as “vernacular.” Some have returned to older traditions and worked hard to keep them going. Heilman’s book on Jewish practices is an example. Immigrant and ethnic communities often seek to preserve distinctive traditions. Others, seemingly less committed to older ways of doing things, have devised creative, individualistic and even unusual ways of disposing of bodies and honoring their dead. There is growing use of the internet for memorialization, for example, and one could cite the recent popularity of spontaneous memorials, eco-burials, and the proliferating self-help books on death and grief that authors and publishers enthusiastically market to the rest of us. Finally, the medicalization of death has generated significant bioethical dilemmas that did not exist fifty years ago, notably the “harvesting” of body parts for transplant and demands for legalized “self deliverance” (as advocates call it) or physician assisted suicide. It is not clear where these trends are headed, or what kind of new death practices and controversies may dominate public awareness by the end of this new century. But then, no one attending Baron de Palm’s cremation in Washington, Pennsylvania on December 6, 1876 could have known they were witnessing the birth of a trend that within a century would be the preferred method of body disposal for almost half their fellow citizens. Your job in this paper is to think about just such possibilities.

Pick a current vernacular trend that interests you, be it traditional or recent. In planning your project, begin by thinking small and local, not large and universal. For example, why do bereavement cards look and read as they do? When you were just 5 and Fifi died, why did adults tell you Fifi was not “dead,” just “asleep”? When someone says they had a “near death” experience, should you believe they really went to heaven? Why are obituaries written as they are, and why in the last few years have they begun featuring photographs of the deceased? Why did Thomas Lynch’s little book of essays, The Undertaking (1997), and Mitch Albom’s Tuesdays with Morrie (1997) ride atop the New York Times best seller list for so long? Why is the new Jimi Hendrix memorial in Renton designed to look as it does?

Once you have identified a topic, something fairly specific, investigate it as far as you can go. You will need to read in both popular culture (newspapers, magazines, the internet, or whatever your data source happens to be) and the academic research literature (from history to sociology to medicine, as appropriate) to develop the topic. Your paper should be organized so that it includes the following elements: (1) A statement of the topic, why it is of interest to you and perhaps would be to others. (2) The history of the topic in enough detail that there is a context for your discussion of points 3 and 4. (3) Examples and/or current manifestations of your topic. If visuals are useful, and in death studies they often are, include them in an appendix and refer to them in your presentation. (4) If current and past trends continue, what might your subject evolve into in 50 or more years, about the time you will be getting old and maybe thinking seriously about how much time you have left. (5) Finally, specifically discuss the relationship of your topic to issues raised in the texts. Each focuses on themes that are important to understanding how our society conceptualizes death – Heilman on traditions; Hass on memorialization; Prothero on changes in funerary practices; Lock on the social and moral meaning of the body – and you should pick up on themes and specific arguments from several of your texts and discuss your topic in terms of them. Cite the authors as you discuss the issues. 

If that seems like a lot to cover, keep in mind that you are to think small – at least at the start – so that with a narrow, focussed topic you can move quickly, use sources efficiently, and keep the scope of your research within reasonable boundaries. The paper should be no more than 15 or so pages of narrative, double spaced, followed by footnotes and appendix (if needed) and bibliography. Any footnoting and bibliographic scheme is fine as long as it is clear and consistent. Include in the bibliography only items you cite in the paper. Submit as hard copy, not an attachment.

How I Grade Papers

I evaluate papers approximately as follows. (1) Read the first page or so to find a clear statement of the issue that will be developed. (2) Examine the bibliography to find a balance of sources (those used for data and those used for conceptualization of the topic). I want to get a sense of how the paper is going to be analytically developed and if key authors known to be important to the issue are used and cited. (3) Read the body of the paper to see how the analysis is developed and how sources were used. (4) Look for a conclusion that follows logically from the introduction, data presented, and analysis. The paper is worth 75% of your grade.

Tests

There is a single test at the end, of the very short answer variety, on the last day of class. It is simply a quick check of your knowledge of the readings, lectures and films. If you attend regularly and keep up with what is going on, you will do fine. It is worth 25% of the course grade.

-----------------------------------------
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