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In a recent interesting contribution to this platform, Paul Richards rightly questioned the mainstream perception that funerals per se are source of contamination in countries affected by ebola. The author argues that funerals are phenomena which are extremely interrelated to other different aspects of social life, like the overall care of sickness, the concept of authority, and the logic of parenthood. Yet, his brief paper has another value: by stressing the complexity of this social phenomenon, it tunes down the journalistic emphasis that in past months has focused the global attention oo much on traditional funerals performed in the countries hit by the deadly virus. Together with the “bush meat”, the traditional funerals have become one of the main topics of the media coverage related to ebola. Such clamour has produced the effect of framing the discourse about this disease within culturalist categories – such as food or death related practices – minimizing the socio-economic and political aspects of the epidemic. The consequences of such views are twofold: firstly, the Western world has once again perceived the African world as deeply steeped in out-of-time traditions. Secondly, the global intervention to the epidemic – for example, in awareness messages – has focused its energies on a “changing behaviour” approach that has dangerously put pressure on the populations already coerced by both the epidemic and the often weak response of their governments. 

With this paper I surely have not the intention to deny the fact that funerals and burials are hazardous environments where potentially and easily people can be infected. At the same time I do not want to minimize the importance of some cultural aspects linked to both the spread and the containment of the virus. Rather, the argument here is to link cultural practices with their socio-political, economic and historical patterns, dimensions often forgotten by the general coverage of  ebola. The vision that cultural practices – whether traditional or not – are ahistorical artefacts, rooted in static beliefs that “african cultures” unconsciously reproduce is not only false, but risky. By using the dichotomy traditional versus modern, it depicts the African societies as a universe apart from the rest, confining the problem of ebola in presumed recesses of the world. In practice, it does not help in the fight against the spread of the virus since it overemphasises socio-cultural practices to the detriment of others that are, as I will show later, overshadowed but likewise potentially risky. 

My critique of this dichotomy too often used to observe the societies where ebola is spreading stands on the firm belief that contributing in the fight against the virus also means to expand points of view and acknowledge the complexity of social dynamics. This would help the intervention and support  the populations by rooting actions on reality. This is in line with Paul Richards' prudence in talking about funerals, and that of Barry Hewlett who in his work Ebola, Culture and Politics clearly shows how funerals, as other cultural practices, can be modified if necessary for the containment of the epidemic, and how the population demonstrated agency in such dynamism.

The city of Monrovia, with its hundreds victims of ebola, is an exemplar case of how funeral and burial practices are a complex socio-political event, beyond their cultural or behavioural component.  In Liberia, as in the other countries where ebola has killed many, funerals and burials have been the subject of particular attention by all actors involved in the fight of the disease. Many reports have been produced from September 2014 until today about the “bathing of the bodies”, “kissing of the corpses” and other cultural practices that allegedly have a direct impact on the transmission. A quick search on the internet can easily show how such local practices have been sensationalized. The “culture” of Liberians has been prosecuted as the main responsible of the epidemic. A logical consequence of such pressure on the culture is that  people, as carriers of this embodied ahistorical culture, are partly to blame. Behaviours, more than social dynamics, therefore become targets of actions and interventions.

In August 2014 the decision of the Liberian Government to cremate all deceased must be framed within the emergency attempt to quickly contain a potentially dangerous and explosive morbidity cumulating in the neighbourhoods of Monrovia. The number of deaths was extremely high and that solution appeared to be the best. However, behind the idea of cremation, there was a “culturalistic” conviction that traditional funerals would have stopped for the sake of limiting the epidemic. The forced cremation has contributed to a build up of mistrust towards the institutions amongst the population of Monrovia, a resentment that could be traced historically in the civil war period and reproduced with the ebola epidemic. Despite that the communities in Monrovia understood that for emergency purposes the cremation would have been somehow necessary, they did not accept in the medium-long term the absence of a proper funeral to pay respect for their deceased. This is not only because, traditionally or not, the funerals are a spiritual  bridge between the living and the dead: also because funerals are social gatherings, where parents from all over meet and discuss crucial issues such as land disputes, heritages and other transactions. As previously stated, funerals are a socio-economic phenomena as well as cultural practices. To forbid the funeral – without any form of counter-compensation, and especially without involving the communities – has meant to cut off a part of the social life, reproducing the breakdown ebola brought in the country. 

The obligation of cremation has also produced other dangerous effects. Drastically wiping out the dead bodies from families and communities, it has fed an informal economy of death, extremely risky for disease-control. Families in Monrovia have started burying their own deceased in private lands and cemeteries, both independently or seeking help from illegal burial teams. The latter have been operating according to unequal lines: the economic conditions of the family requesting the funeral have become the scale by which the illegal burial team offers a more or less safe burial. In case the family cannot afford any payment, the solution is eventually cremation. 

The excessive focus on “traditional” funerals has indulged the idea that unsafe practices were connected only to such alleged practices. However, in the city of Monrovia the “modern” funeral homes are operating. Their service of embalming of bodies continues, without any attention paid to support them with safe materials, training on infection control or on disease transmission. As some informants from my fieldwork explain, the first funeral home in Monrovia was established in the 1980s. This practice has fit quite well into the local performative and ritual social needs related to   death, especially the display of the deceased in the wake. The social significance of embalming is also practical, allowing to preserve the body for some time so that relatives coming from far can reach the funeral. Funeral homes have adapted their services to the social status of  customers, by offering different services for different prices. Surely, they do not cover all the funerals performed in Liberia nowadays. Nevertheless, they play an important role neglected by most organizations and information agencies. 

In conclusion, the link between ebola spreading and funerals contains many aspects that cannot be simplified into an easy-to-answer category such as “traditional”. If culture is important, it is because it embodies social meanings and political forces, something that cannot be simply replaced or suspended – as in the case of cremation – but carefully addressed with a full involvement of local actors. 

