
Examiner’s commentary

Death is an inquiry that has concerned anthropological thought since its beginnings. In this case, this 
young student engages in an ongoing conversation with key ethnographers about death rituals in one of 
the most renowned and classic locations of anthropological research: the Trobriand Islands.  Drawing 
from Malinowski’s functionalist theory and Weiner’s feminist perspective, and well supported by other 
relevant secondary sources – with a vigilant concern on issues of representation – the student asks 
about the purpose and meanings of funerary rituals in the light of social change in colonial and post-
colonial contexts. Supported by detailed ethnographic examples, the student explores the diverse 
functions of death rituals within the social and economic structures of this society, with a clear focus on 
the cohesive functions of exchange, a concept that is explained in its multidimensional aspects. 
Emphasizing witchcraft and sorcery, the essay carefully explains how their role in conflict takes dramatic 
transformations in the modern context. The reproduction of kinship structures and recreation of 
relationships are at the foundation of the argument of this interesting, well-informed essay. 
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Theory and Method 

In this research I follow Erikssen's approach to understanding ritual: "Ritual has been defined 

as the social aspect of religion. If we may define religion as systems of notions about the supernatural 

and the sacred, about life after death and so on (with its obvious political implications), then rituals are 

the social processes which give a concrete expression to these notions. In conclusion we can consider 

rituals to be 'rule-bound public events which in multiple ways tbematize the relationship between the 

earthly and spiritual realms'."3 Further, according to Victor Turner's theory we can also deduce that

knowledge, religious or other, becomes significant to individuals exclusively when it becomes useful, 

solely when linked to their own personal experience; the social and personal usefulness of death rituals 

is central to my approach here. 

Every death ritual, custom or tradition that follows the death of a person is very complex and 

differs from place to place and from time to time. Death rituals are interconnected with culture, society, 

beliefs, religion and symbolism. They are a rite of passage from life to afterlife. But also, as we shall 

see, the rites of death rituals among the Trobrianders are also very impottant for connecting the living 

who are left. behind. They are also important for dealing with the fears and social tensions that arise as 

a result of death and death rites. 

Bronislaw Malinowski was central to the development of Functionalism in anthropology which 

is similar to the theory of Structural Functionalism, developed by A.R. Radcliffe-Brown. According 

to Alan Barnard, in Structural Functionalism Radcliffe-Brown supports that "all cultural 'traits' are 

functionally interrelated and form an integrated social whole. It's expressed (in Durkheim's spirit) that 

while structural functionalism stated that the function of the part was to maintain the whole, 

functionalism posited that all parts of a society functioned to satisfy the individual's biological needs.'"' 

In my question concerning the staying-power of Trobriand death rituals in the face of social change, I 

am influenced by both Functionalism and Structural Functionalism, as I look at the personal needs 

being met by these rituals, but also the continuing relevance of their social functions. However, in 

looking at some factors that currently threaten death rituals, I also leave these to consider potential 

change. This is also one of the main criticisms of Functionalism and Structural Functionalism, that 

they are uninterested in understanding change and focus only on society's equilibrium. 

Although my research is based on data collected by anthropologists who all conducted 

extensive participant-observation research as their own methodology, and who each seemed to follow 

the ethical standards required by anthropology (for their era, as ethical expectations change through 

time), I am still discussing death rituals in third hand, relying on published anthropological research. 
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