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Abstract:  This paper explores the transition of funerary practices from Classic Maya mortuary 
complexes to the modern Catholic burial practices in northern Belize.  Through historical 
research and ethnographic fieldwork, the causes and effects of mortuary change on Maya culture 
are explored through a materialist and functionalist analysis of past and present practices.  The 
underlying cause of the most significant changes to mortuary practices in recent history was the 
rampant spread of cholera in the 1850s, during which the disease transmission and mortality rate 
prevented the population from conducting traditional Maya funerals.  Prior to this event, the 
Catholic Church had been in the process of converting the Maya population to Catholicism.  To 
enhance their cultural power base, the Catholics exploited this temporary shift in burial practices, 
which were needed to isolate the contagion, to enact a permanent cultural change in tradition.  
Today, even though most Belizeans conduct 
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INTRODUCTION 
      This paper is an analysis of the cultural 
transition of mortuary rituals in Belize, 
exploring the differences between Maya 
burials in Classic (200 CE–1000 CE), and 
the Postclassic (1000 CE–1697 CE) Maya 
mortuary complexes as well as present day 
Catholic cemeteries ritual behavior.  The 
analysis takes materialist and functionalist 
approaches in investigating how historical 
events effected the changes in ancient Maya 
mortuary rituals to those practiced today in 
northern Belize.  One mechanism of 
subjugating a society lies in control of the 
rituals that surround each rite of passage, 
including birth, marriage, and death.  The 
role of Catholic mortuary rites exemplifies 
the complex process of cultural subjugation, 
which began during the Spanish 
missionization of the Maya during the 16th 
and 17th centuries, continued after the 
British takeover of the Belizean territory in 
the 18th century, and remains the dominant 
religious power in Belize.   
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mythological symbols were included in 
altars that were erected for certain rituals, 
specifically in the Los Dias de los Muertos 
celebrations.  According to one informant, 
people would close their doors during these 
rituals, as the altars were considered by the 
Catholic Church to be irreverent to God.  In 
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belief systems to be decided by the 
bourgeoisie.  
      The functionalist perspective, on the 
other hand, views cultural practices in the 
context of their usefulness.  Bronislaw 
Malinowski's biological functionalism (as 
exemplified in Malinowski, 2010) assumes 
that any practice begins as a basic survival 
response and that social institutions evolve 
to meet the most primal needs 
(Goldschmidt, 1996, p. 511).  Alfred 
Reginald Radcliffe-Brown's structural 
functionalism (as exemplified in Radcliffe-
Brown, 2013) assumes that culture, being 
based on social structuring and intricate 
relationships between individuals in the 
same society, evolves to accommodate the 
maintenance of order and established 
hierarchies (Goldschmidt, 1996, p. 511). 
Most cultural practices are developed out of 
necessity and continue to evolve and 
change, becoming rituals, after which it is 
difficult to discern their previous function.  
In this paper, the change from Maya to 
Catholic mortuary practices in northern 
Belize is explored as the result of both 
religious oppression (in a Marxist sense) and 
response to disease (in a structural 
functionalism sense). 
 
HISTORY OF MORTUARY 
PRACTICES IN BELIZE 
 
Mortuary Rituals of the Ancient Maya 
      The ancient Maya did not have a unified 
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for the bereaved to grieve together, and a 
chance to finalize funerary preparations, 
especially in the cases of children, whose 
processions are more elaborate. In Latin 
America, many parents make extra 
expenditures on floral arrangements for the 
child's funeral, an expense often not 
afforded to adult burials. 
 
Current Mortuary Practices in Northern 
Belize 
      By the time cholera struck in the 1850s, 
relationships of oppression were already 
deeply ingrained in Latin America's social 
fiber.  Still, the abrupt cultural shifts 
contributed to the Caste War, as the boiling 
point of conflict between the indigenous 
Maya and the Spanish, had been brewing for 
centuries (Reed, 2001, p. 5). The first 
Spaniards to arrive to the New World were 
missionaries, who came with the intent of 
proselytization, which initiates an 
oppressive relationship. The European 
settlers that followed came to exploit labor 
and natural resources. Even the immigrants 
with more secular intent brought the Church 
with them, as the Church and the Spanish 
Crown were entwined. The peoples of 
Belize were resistant to change, as the Maya 
continued to practice most of their ways 
until the end of the 1800s. 
      The presence of the Catholic Church in 
Latin American served as a powerful 
institution of an oppressing class. Currently, 
the majority of people in Belize profess to 
be Christian. People who practice any 
remaining forms of indigenous Maya beliefs 
do so covertly.  Most individuals willing to 
admit to adhering to Maya beliefs are in the 
older and remember the struggles of their 
parents.  One of the contributing factors to 
the loss of Maya beliefs was that, for many 
years, the Mayan language was banned. 
Most informants in the villages where 
interviews were conducted reported that 
they were Maya by heritage, but few spoke 

the language. The older people knew Maya, 
but had not taught their children. Many had 
even been scolded for using their native 
tongue as a child, if not at home, then at 
their schools. In fact, there seems to be a 
discernible gap of a generation between a 
fluent speaker of the Maya language and the 
children today. There are revival efforts, but 
most people acknowledge that it may be too 
late to reverse the loss of speaking Mayan in 
their communities. The loss of the ability for 
people to speak Mayan affects mortuary 
rites, as there are Mayan songs and words to 
be uttered for the deceased at their wake 
(McCrea, 2007, p. 52).  
      The Maya are avid storytellers, and the 
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supernatural for the purpose of personal 
safety.  In a broader sense, perhaps these 
stories were told in this manner for a reason. 
The moral is that the supernatural is not 
meant to be common knowledge.  Personal 
experience with the supernatural should be 
kept to oneself for as long as possible.   
      There are two ways of interpreting what 
the Maya could have feared in repercussion 
for reporting their interaction with Maya 
supernatural entities.  The Maya could be 
wary of the Christian believers and Church, 
who made a point to undermine and 
suppress most Maya practices. To have 
people at the individual level unable to trust 
each other is to jeopardize the ever-
important social bonds of the small 
community. This makes the Maya even 
more vulnerable to exploitation by the 
Church, which made itself the institution to 
which all answer, and essentially took away 
their ability to unite against it. 
      Courtyard burial, which has its root in 
the Maya practice of keeping their loved 
ones close by as a form of ancestor worship, 
was banned early in the nineteenth century.  
People continued to practice courtyard 
burial largely unnoticed until the death rate 
began to increase in the 1850s.  During the 
high mortality and infection rates during 
plague conditions, keeping bodies so close 
to home led to infecting entire households.  
While the Maya did not subscribe to germ 
theory at this time, they 
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at the edge of the villages, just as in the 
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These are reminiscent of Maya offerings, 
but also indicative of continued visit and 
maintenance of the graves. 
      The cemeteries in Orange Walk Town 
(the third largest city in Belize and regional 
center of Northern Belize) were not as well 
maintained as those in surrounding villages.  
In Orange Walk Town the grass was long, 
some of the graves were dilapidated, and 
others had graffiti on them.  It was difficult 
to reconcile informant reports that suggest 
graves are diligently cared for on, at least, an 
annual basis and the conditions of the graves 
in Orange Walk Town.  Informants 
suggested that people move more frequently 
from the city or have children elsewhere, 
which may contribute to the deterioration of 
the graves.  There were also teenagers 
passing time in the cemeteries, smoking and 
socializing in small groups.  Several graves 
had hand-decorated gang symbols from 
rivaling gangs.   
      Of the informants that were interviewed, 
only a handful had home altars.  In the 
homes with altars, the owners identified 
themselves as Catholics who attend Mass 
and carry out Christian traditions.  The altars 
were in either an insular room or a back 
yard, both places not readily seen by the 
public, though whether this is because they 
were hiding them or because they were used 
in private worship was unclear.  Individuals 
with syncretic tendencies drew basic 
connections between Catholicism and Maya 
religion, because the older members of the 
community still recall memories that would 
date back to the transition from Maya to 
Catholic beliefs.  
      On a comparative note, it is possible that 
the similarities between the Mayan and 
Catholic afterlife made the transition from 
Mayan traditionalism to Catholicism easier.  
The Maya believed that those who died with 
honor ascended to a paradise in the domain 
of the rain god, though not much is known 
about its physical structure.  Informants 

reported that paradise was arranged in nine 
levels, which the older pyramids were 
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culture with nostalgia.  People continue to 
recount Maya myths, though in Spanish and 
English rather than in Mayan.  There are 
attempts to revive the Mayan language by 
several revivalist organizations, which are 
also occurring 
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