August 29, 2025 ** Subject to Change

ANTH 2351/UGED2669/ANTH 5316
Death, Death Ritual and Culture
Fall 2025, Term 1 2025-26

Instructor: Leilah VEVAINA

Lectures: Tuesdays 1:30 -3:15pm, NAH 114

Tutorials:

MA tutorial: Tuesdays 3:30-4:15pm,

UG T1: Tuesdays 4:30-5:15, UCC 208

UG T2: Tuesdays 5:30-6:15, UCC 208

Instructor Office Hours: by appointment

TA: YUAN Xiaogian (Yonten), xgyuanl14@link.cuhk.edu.hk
MA Grader: NIE Youping (Yoyo), nieyoyo@link.cuhk.edu.hk

Course Description

Death is both a human universal and a process deeply affected by the cultural context in
which it occurs. Dealing with death, both practically and psychologically, is something that all
humans must face. This course examines death and death ritual through the question of what
is universal and what is culturally variant about how humans face death. It looks at death and
death ritual in both modern and pre-modern contexts and analyses it socially, psychologically,
politically, and culturally. From the course students will learn how the treatment of death
varies cross-culturally; how understandings of death have shifted over human cultural
evolution; what aspects of death are universal in human experience; and how death affects
contemporary politics, economics, and culture.

Learning Outcomes

e understand how the treatment of death varies cross-culturally, and thus how our own
personal understandings of death are not necessarily universally shared;

* analyze processes of grieving and structures of death ritual in terms of how they vary cross
culturally;

e evaluate how death and fear of death affects contemporary politics, economics, and
culture in societies across the globe;

e evaluate the place of death within our own lives.
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Language of Instruction: English.

Assessment Details

1) Participation (15%): Regular attendance and participation in tutorial discussions are part of
your responsibility. The awarding of high participation points comes with good attendance and
active, thoughtful, consistent class participation, the kind that reveals your thorough preparation
and engagement with class materials. This means contributing your own ideas as well as providing
constructive responses to other students’ comments. Attendance will be taken for the tutorials.

2) Midterm (35%):

The UG midterm is based on relating an ethnographic reflection to the course materials
(readings and lectures). Part A. UG students will write about one experience with death, Part B.
Students will then use at least 2 course readings to analyze that experience. Assessment will be
based on how well the student uses their analytical skills and not summarize but instead evaluate
and critique their ethnographic reflections. (800-100 words). Please post your assignment on
Blackboard with signed Veriguide Certificate. Due October 29.

MA Midterm Assignment is based on attending the Death Care and Work Workshop (October
31-Nov 1). Each student will be assigned one panel to attend and then will produce rapporteur
notes of the main arguments of each speaker. Then the student will write a reflection on those
notes using 2-3 course readings. (1000-1200 words). Please post your assignment on Blackboard
with signed Veriguide Certificate. Due November 7.

3) Final Exam (40%): Exam questions covering the lectures and readings for the last seven weeks
will be passed out on December 3. Students will be required to answer 5 questions in
approximately 2000 words. Exam responses are to be double-spaced, in 12-point font and
submitted via the plagiarism detection engine VERIGUIDE and Please post your assignment on
Blackboard with signed Veriguide Certificate. The due date is December 7.

Required Texts

All the required readings (as shown in the “reading list” on this syllabus) will be posted on the
Blackboard course site. The course does not have a textbook.
But quite a few chapters are selected from these popular readers:

Robben, Antonius C. G. M., ed. 2004. Death, Mourning, and Burial: A Cross-Cultural Reader. John
Wiley & Sons.
Robben, Antonius C. G. M., ed. 2018. A Companion to the Anthropology of Death. John Wiley & Sons.
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Course Schedule

Week One: September 2, INTRODUCTION

e Course introduction

e Why is studying death and death ritual important?
e Tutorial arrangements

e Guest Lecture and Fieldtrip

Week Two: September 9, CONCEPTUALIZING DEATH

Kipnis, Andrew B. 2017. “The Universality of Sex and Death.” American Anthropologist 119 (4):
759-761.

Malinowski, Bronislaw. 2018 [1954]. “Magic, Science, and Religion and the Reintegration of the
Group.” In Death, Mourning, and Burial: A Cross-Cultural Reader, edited by Antonius C. G.
M. Robben, 79-83. John Wiley & Sons.

[MA] Engelke, Matthew. 2019. “The Anthropology of Death Revisited.” Annual Review of
Anthropology 48 (1): 29-44.

e Imagining death as a process
e The relationship of this process to life
Week Three: September 16, GRIEF AND MOURNING

Danely, Jason. 2018. “Mourning as Mutuality.” In A Companion to the Anthropology of Death,
edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben, 131-143. Wiley-Blackwell.

Rosaldo, Renato. 2018 [1989]. “Grief and a Headhunter’s Rage.” In Death, Mourning, and Burial: A
Cross-Cultural Reader, edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben, 156-166. John Wiley & Sons.

Scheper-Hughes, Nancy. 2018 [1993]. “Death without Weeping.” In Death, Mourning, and Burial:
A Cross-Cultural Reader, edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben, 167-180. John Wiley & Sons.

¢ Is Mourning universal or state related?
e Mourning elderly versus mourning children
e Dealing with grief cross-culturally
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Week Four: September 23, DEATH RITUAL AS A PROCESS

Van Gennep, Arnold. 2018 [1960]. “The Rites of Passage.” In Death, Mourning, and Burial: A
Cross-Cultural Reader, edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben, 34-43. John Wiley & Sons.

Murnane, William J. 1992. “Taking It with You: The Problem of Death and Afterlife in Ancient
Egypt.” In Death and Afterlife: Perspectives of World Religions, edited by Hiroshi Obayashi,
35-48. Greenwood Press.

e Handling the dead body
® Process of transition
e What does the process of death ritual accomplish?

Week Five: September 30, KINSHIP and DEATH

Tsuji, Yohko. 2018. “Evolving Mortuary Rituals in Contemporary Japan.” In A Companion to the
Anthropology of Death, edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben, 17-30. Wiley-Blackwell.

Mueggler, Erik. 2018. “Playing with Corpses: Assembling Bodies for the Dead in Southwest
China.” In A Companion to the Anthropology of Death, edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben,
45-57. Wiley-Blackwell.

[MA] Bovensiepen, Judith. 2018. “Death and Separation in Postconflict Timor-Leste.” In A

Companion to the Anthropology of Death, edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben, 59-70.
Wiley-Blackwell.

[no class Oct 7]

Week Six: October 14, DEATH AND ECOLOGY

Conklin, Beth A. 2018 [1993]. “Hunting the Ancestors: Death and Alliance in Wari’ Cannibalism.”
In Death, Mourning, and Burial: A Cross-Cultural Reader, 2nd ed., edited by Antonius C. G.
M. Robben, 211-16. Wiley-Blackwell.

Vevaina, Leilah. 2013. “Excarnation and the City: The Tower of Silence Debates in Mumbai.” In

Topographies of Faith: Religion in Urban Spaces, edited by Irene Becci, Marian Burchardt,
and José Casanova, 73-95. Brill.

Week Seven: October 21, DEATH CARE WORK

Sanders, George. 2018. “Revealing Brands, Concealing Labor.” In A Companion to the
Anthropology of Death, edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben, 31-43. Wiley-Blackwell.
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Kipnis, Andrew B. 2021. The Funeral of Mr. Wang. University of California Press. Chapter one.

Chattopadhyay, S. 2020. “What Researching Cremations of the Dead in Colonial India Taught Me
About Life in Our Cities Today.” Scroll. https://scroll.in/article/971096/what-researching-
cremations-of-the-dead-in-colonial-india-taught-me-about-life-in-our-cities-today

Week Eight: October 31 (no tutorials this week)

LECTURE by ANDREW KIPNIS as part of Death Care and Work Workshop
**%%* Sunday November 2 ***** Tentative date for Fieldtrip
Week Nine: November 4, GHOSTS AND HAUNTING

Bosco, Joseph. 2007. “Young People’s Ghost Stories in Hong Kong.” The Journal of Popular
Culture 40 (5): 785-807.

Freed, Stanley A., and Ruth S. Freed. n.d. “Taraka’s Ghost.” In Conformity and Conflict:
Readings in Cultural Anthropology, edited by J. Spradley and D. McCurdy, 283-90.

[MA] Kipnis, Andrew B. 2021. The Funeral of Mr. Wang. University of California Press. Chapter
Eight.
Week Ten: November 11, GOVERNING DEATH

Stepputat, Finn. 2018. “Governing the Dead in Guatemala: Public Authority and Dead
Bodies.” In A Companion to the Anthropology of Death, edited by Antonius C. G. M.
Robben, 1-16. Wiley-Blackwell.

Toulson, Ruth E. 2024. “The Gift of a Corpse.” In Necropolitics of the Ordinary: Death and
Grieving in Contemporary Singapore, 52-69. University of Washington Press.

e How do states regulate death around the world?
e How do religions regulate death?

* How does the private sector regulate death?

e How does this affect the imagination of death?

Week Eleven: November 18, DEATH, POLITICS AND POWER
Verdery, Katherine. 2004 [1999]. “Dead Bodies Animate the Study of Politics.” In Death,

Mourning, and Burial: A Cross-Cultural Reader, edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben,
303-310. Blackwell.


https://scroll.in/article/971096/what-researching-cremations-of-the-dead-in-colonial-india-taught-me-about-life-in-our-cities-today
https://scroll.in/article/971096/what-researching-cremations-of-the-dead-in-colonial-india-taught-me-about-life-in-our-cities-today
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Wakeman, Frederic, Jr. 1988. “Mao’s Remains.” In Death Ritual in Late Imperial and Modern
China, edited by James L. Watson and Evelyn S. Rawski, 254-288. University of
California Press.

e Death and Regime Change
¢ The Soul of Politics
e Death and Protest

Week Twelve: November 25, DEATH AND ECONOMY

Russ, Ann Julienne. 2005. “Love’s Labor Paid For: Gift and Commodity at the Threshold of Death.”
Cultural Anthropology 20 (1): 128-155.

Mulder, Nikki. 2020. “Bad Deaths, Good Funerals: The Values of Life Insurance in New Orleans.”
Economic Anthropology 7 (2): 241-152.

[MA] De Witte, Marleen. 2003. “Money and Death: Funeral Business in Asante, Ghana.” Africa 73
(4): 531-159.

Week Thirteen: December 2, REGENERATION

Bacigalupo, Ana Mariella. 2018. “Shamanic Rebirth and the Paradox of Disremembering the Dead
among Mapuche in Chile.” In A Companion to the Anthropology of Death, edited by Antonius
C. G. M. Robben, 279-291. Wiley-Blackwell.

Farman, Abou. 2018. “Cryonic Suspension as Eschatological Technology in the Secular Age.” In A
Companion to the Anthropology of Death, edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben, 307-220.
Wiley-Blackwell.
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Grade

Criteria for 1) the course and 2) for coursework

A

1) Outstanding performance on all learning outcomes.

2) The work has creatively synthesized course materials and key ideas in an
original and sophisticated way. The argument is logical and cohesive, the
discussion is well-organized, and the writing is clear. Concrete evidence
corresponds to statements and claims.

1) Generally outstanding performance on all (or almost all) learning outcomes.

2) The work synthesizes course materials and key ideas in an original way, but
there are areas for improvement.

B-range

1) Substantial performance on all learning outcomes, OR high performance on
some learning outcomes which compensates for less satisfactory performance
on others, resulting in overall substantial performance.

2) The work demonstrates a solid grasp of course materials and key ideas.
There are areas for improvement with respect to building a cohesive
argument, organizing the discussion, communicating clearly, and/or
identifying relevant evidence.

C-range

1) Satisfactory performance on the majority of learning outcomes, possibly
with a few weaknesses.

2) The work shows some effort, but course materials have not been sufficiently
engaged. The argument and the writing is not clear, and/or there is no
evidence for statements and claims made. Citations are not consistent or are
absent.

D-range

1) Barely satisfactory performance on a number of learning outcomes.

2) The work shows little effort to engage course materials. There are major
problems with clarity of argument and writing. Citations are not consistent or
are absent.

3) Evidence of generative Al use (see note on plagiarism)

1) Unsatisfactory performance on a number of learning outcomes, OR failure
to meet specified assessment requirements.

2) The work has failed to respond to the assignment prompt.




