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Abstract   
 
The death of a loved one is an experience hard to understand and difficult to manage for 

any person in any society. In Taiwan, dealing with the death of a loved one, is a complex 

process surrounded with strict silence, hidden feelings and utter privacy shared only with 

the closest family members. 

 

This thesis is a Case Study based on the events that followed the death of Eric Chang, 

who was a close friend and student of the researcher. This research will provide a 

framework to understand how Taiwanese people deal with the death of their loved ones 

from a foreign perspective. The study also gives a description of the expected behavior 

that the Taiwanese society tacitly imposes onto their members and portrays how 

Taiwanese people, even in modern times, follow some traditions and beliefs without 

questioning them.     

 

This thesis reviews cultural shocking traditions such as keeping the body of the decease 

for long periods before burial; and mentions some rituals that most Taiwanese families 

must preform as a way to accomplish an ‘afterlife’ for the deceased, saving “face” in 

front of others and undertaking their duties to their ancestors. 

 

This research discloses that Taiwanese people follow many of their traditions not based 

on their religious beliefs but mainly guided by the principles of Confusions philosophy 

that emphasizes their duty as good filial sons or/and daughters.    

 
 
Keywords:  Taiwan, death, death rituals, ancestors worship, filial piety, face, and 

Confucianism. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
  

1.1 Motivation and Significance  

 

“The purpose of anthropology is to make the world safe for human differences,” 

stated Ruth Benedict,1 and with this research, I would like to contribute to the 

understanding of how Taiwanese society behaves when facing the last aspect of 

life: death and specifically the death of their loved ones.  

 

Cultural shock is defined as a state of bewilderment and distress experienced by 

an individual who is suddenly exposed to a new, strange, or foreign social and 

cultural environment. I experienced it myself for the first time after nine years of 

living in Taiwan when a good friend of mine died suddenly and no one informed 

me about his passing, and I could not understand why. 

 

His death and the reactions of his friends and family constitute a series of events, 

that anthropologists call ‘social situations’, which can be analyzed to develop a 

deeper understanding of the Taiwanese social structure related to the 

expectations of the individual behavior and reactions when a death occurs.    

 

This research investigates how Taiwanese society is framed and explains some of 

the reasons why people within it can not openly talk or discuss the death of their 

family members or loved ones with other people outside their very close family 

circle, or openly express their feelings.     

 

Firstly, a literature review process revealed that there was not much available 

relevant material written in English although it was some material in Chinese, 

and there was not a simple, concise and clear piece of information to guide a 

person on how to deal with the death of a friend in Taiwan. Consequently, to 

                                                
1  Cited in Haviland, William A. 2008. Cultural Anthropology: The Human Challenge. Belmont, California: 
Thomson/Wadsworth. 
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obtain a deeper understanding of this behavior in-depth interviews were 

conducted and a survey of 104 Taiwanese people of various ages to gather 

enough information for analysis and drawing conclusions.  

 

The investigation and conclusions in this thesis could provide guidance to other 

foreigners to help them understand the concept of death in Taiwanese context 

and associated with it the rituals and traditions that most Taiwanese must follow 

as dictated by their society. 

 

1.2 Background 

 
In general, death is something that people don’t want to talk about, a kind of 

taboo for certain societies. The ‘departure’ of a person is always something sad 

and lugubrious. Most of the mourning process in other societies involves 

dedicating time to share the sorrow with loved ones, friends and of course family. 

As Marrone (1997: 95) mentioned, “the funeral ritual that Western families 

experience allows them to share their pain or loss with others and at the same 

time, permitting people outside the close family circle to say their last good bye 

to the deceased.”2 However, in Taiwan the process is not as simple as flowers, 

weeping, prayers, funeral, and going to religious ceremonies.  

 

For clarification, even though Taiwan is a different country from China, most of 

the rituals, ceremonies and in general, the complex combinations of belief 

systems, funerary rites, mourning, and social norms are for the non-aboriginal 

majority of the population originated from Mainland China.  Therefore, this 

paper assumes that Taiwanese identity has historical continuity from China and 

the Taiwanese identity and the identity of being Chinese have came together, as 

mentioned by Faure (2009: 101).3 

                                                
2 Ideas taken from Marrone, Robert. (1997). Death, Mourning & Caring. California: California State University. 
Brooks/Cole Publishing Company. 
3 Faure, David. (2009). Recreating the Indigenous Identity in Taiwan. In David Blundell, (Ed.). Austronesian Taiwan: 
Linguistics, History, Ethnology, Prehistory (Pp. 100-133). Taipei, Shung Ye Museum & Berkeley: University of 
California. 
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In Taiwan, dealing with death is an extremely discreet and a very private matter 

that is shared with just the close family members and not discussed with other 

people, sometimes not even with good friends. In addition, there are several 

complex rituals and ceremonies divided by specific days that must be done 

depending not only on the religion that the family belongs to but because society 

demands that they are done. 

 

Many of the rituals they perform, even in their daily life, are used in order to 

fulfill the requirements for a good ‘afterlife’ for the deceased and to assure that 

the surviving family has his or her blessings. In spite of what the Taiwanese 

people really believe, they rigidly follow the advice and traditions that are 

required by the society to give the defunct the best treatment as if he or she is 

still enjoying life in another place or even worse, watching his or her descendants 

acts to punish or reward them.     

 

There are many notions that must be observed when a death occurs; one of the 

main guidelines is to not show any sad emotions for the deceased. 

  

For many Taiwanese, the death of their loved one represents the start of a new 

life in another place, so before their burial ceremony people need to refrain from 

showing sad sentiments so as not to make the transition from this reality to the 

‘next world’ too complicated. 

 

1.2.1 Eric Chang’s Case 
 

Eric Chang died unexpectedly, 17 of September 2010. He was a well-known 

journalist who had only reached 41 years of age. I knew Eric well, because I was 

his Spanish teacher for more than five years. We met every week, but there was 

no notification to me of any kind from our common friends, the staff at my work 

place, or his classmates; it was no email, no phone call, no letter, no phone 

message, nothing at all. I only found out about his death when I called him by 
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telephone to ask him a question and an unidentified person told me what 

happened. No one wanted to talk to me about him at all; and most actively 

everyone evaded me. 

 

His death opened an unknown world which exposed a bizarre and very different 

society from a foreigner’s perspective; where as a cultural norm, informing or 

even talking about the death of a loved one must be strongly avoided, whereas in 

Western cultures a “death is a ‘normal’ sad event that is shared with others to 

find comfort and support.”4 The behavior of the Taiwanese people was a 

complete shock from a foreigner’s perspective.  

 

After a period of about two-three weeks, and just before his funeral, my friends 

allowed me to contact them again and I started to ask why they behaved this way. 

None of them had a real or clear answer. They just said that this was the way 

they grew up but they also did not understand the reasons why they avoided the 

topic and behaved like this. They were deeply sad, confused, in pain, and lonely, 

but no one dared to talk about it or to express their inner feelings and they didn't 

know precisely why. This was also distressing from a foreigner’s viewpoint. 

 

1.3 Research Questions 
 

The main objective of this research is to understand how the Taiwanese society 

behaves when the death of a loved one occurs and to give interpretation to the 

silence that follows this experience. The research questions are directed to 

comprehend the intrinsic ‘rules’ or the common knowledge, understood as “the 

knowledge shared by a cultural or national group,” 5 that Taiwanese society has 

developed for the case of death.  

 

The following questions will help to investigate and understand how this society 
                                                
4 M. Hernandez Navarro, Clinical Psychologist, specialist in terminal illness and death and mourning process; 
personal communication, February 13, 2013. San Jose, Costa Rica. 
5 Common-knowledge [Def.1] (n.d.). Academic Integrity at MIT: A Handbook for Students. Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology Online, Retrieved June 14, 2013, from http://integrity.mit.edu/citing-your-sources/what-common-
knowledge. 
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reacts to death: 

 

1. Why don’t Taiwanese talk to other people about death of their loved 

ones?   

2. Why do Taiwanese people have to refrain themselves of expressing 

their sad feelings and showing any kind of emotion to other people 

who are not close family when a relative or close person dies? 

3. Why do Taiwanese people follow the traditional funerary rites, even 

though they do not fully believe or understand them?  

4. Are following the death rituals and traditional rites part of what the 

society is expecting from them as filial sons or daughters?    

5. Do Taiwanese choose not to express their feelings because they fear 

losing face in front of society? 

 

The research was structured and based on these questions to study the reasons, 

conscious or unconscious that lie underneath Taiwanese society’s behavior when 

facing death.  All the questions are focused on the cultural experience that the 

society points out as things they should do, or should not do, on privacy and the 

expected behavior, as for example, not to show any sad emotions in public or 

express feelings in public.  

 

 1.4 Methods 

  
1.4.1 Literature Review 
 

An exhaustive literature review looking for relevant material in libraries, Internet, 

anthropology/ethnography journals, articles, discovered some 30-40 papers of 

interest, some were in English, some were in Chinese, of which some were 

translated into English. These materials gave historical perspective and general 

information mainly about how Chinese, and few references specifically for 

Taiwanese, society behaves when death happens mostly influenced by 

Confucianism philosophy. There is some literature in English explaining about 
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the customs and rituals in countries like Singapore and Hong Kong, but it was 

difficult to find material that specifically related to Taiwanese behavior and 

reactions to express their sad feelings about the death of a family member or 

close friend, and why they avoid taking about it with others which are not in their 

close family circle.  
 

Due to this lack of written material in the English language, it was decided to use 

an exploratory research method to gather more information about this subject 

when related to Eric Chang’s death, the methods used include: 

 

• In-depth interviews with Eric’s Taiwanese classmates and foreigners 

who live in Taiwan and have experienced the death of someone they 

know; and other Taiwanese friends who share their own experiences 

facing the death of their relatives or friends. 

 
• A sample survey of 104 random Taiwanese persons. 

 

The results of these interviews and surveys are analyzed in the paper, and review 

some interesting and sometimes contradictory results. These results are also 

reviewed against the author’s own experience of the same event.  

 

1.4.2 In-depth Interview 
 

This section has two kinds of participants, firstly Taiwanese and the other group 

is foreigners who lived in Taiwan at the time of the research.  

 

The first group is also divided into two subgroups, one are those who were Eric 

Chang’s classmates and friends; six women and one man, all of them Taiwanese 

nationality with University Education, well traveled, and ranging in age are from 

26 to 52 years old. For all theses participants an in-depth qualitative interview 

was used to explore the reasons why they could not communicate the news about 

Eric’s death and their behavior facing the process before his funeral. Most of 
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them were interviewed more than once, and they gave the authorization to use 

their real name and were willing to share their most private feelings; only one 

requested to use an alias. These interviews gave many of the participants their 

first chance to express their true feelings and how they managed to cope with 

their sad emotions when they were forced to talk by the questions in this research 

about his death. 

 

The other group was Taiwanese who did not know Eric, but who were willing to 

talk about how they perceived death inside their families and how they faced this 

issue in their own lives. The group consisted of one male and three females of 

different ages and different backgrounds, most of them did request to use their 

name as an alias. 

 

There is also a brief description given by the former teacher’s coordinator of the 

program where Eric was a student; she gave ‘an unofficial version’ of what a 

working place used to do in cases of death but they omitted in this case. She is 

Taiwanese. 

 

The was also interviews with six foreign participants of various backgrounds and 

different nationalities who had lived in Taiwan for at least four years, and who 

had similar experiences to the author when a Taiwanese friend, student or 

colleague had died. This reflects and contrasts how people in other societies face 

death and becomes more specific as each person has different but similar 

experiences that could be further investigated. Three of them agreed to use their 

real name and three of them requested to specifically to change to use an alias for 

personal reasons.  

 

All the interviews were held in person at different dates; some of the interviews 

required follow up questions to clarify some aspects or add more information. 

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured form of three to six leading 

open-ended questions, and the time spent with each person was not less than 45 

minutes to four hours.   
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1.4.3 Expert Interviews 

 
There were also conducted three expert interviews in 2012 with one expert in 

Clinical Psychology specialist in terminal illness, death and mourning process, 

Marielos Hernandez, in San Jose, Costa Rica. She has been also requested to 

answer other questions in 2013 and 2014 via telephone and email. Another 

interview was made with Ravona His in November 2012, customer service 

assistant at the Buddhist funerary home located along Minquan East Road, in 

Zhongshan area (台北市立第一殯儀館). The last expert interviewed was Wen-

ling Chen, professor of social anthropology Department of Ethnology, National 

Chengchi University, in June 2014.   

 

These interviews were intended as a mean for reference and clarification of terms, 

rituals, customs and social behavior of the Taiwanese society.  

  

 1.4.4 Sample Survey 

 

The survey was designed to collect more data and reaffirm the information that it 

was gathered during the in-depth interviews. Throughout the in-depth interviews, 

it was found that people contradict themselves when they were asked to explain 

the reason why they were not able to communicate the news of Eric’s passing 

away to the author. They couldn’t explain why they behaved the way they did 

and why they avoided talking about his death.  

 

When survey participants were asked if they think it is normal to talk about the 

death of any person, relative or friend, they responded yes, but when asked to 

give an actual example they found out that actually this was not common and 

that they prefer to avoid the topic. Accordingly, the survey questions one, two, 

four, seven and eight are closely related to this topic and evidence that this 

contradiction is common when someone raises the topic of death in Taiwan.  
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Such a contradiction occurred during the in-depth interview, when every 

participant was in shock when they ‘discovered’ that they were deeply sad but 

they did not actually share this sorrow with anyone.  This was a behavior that 

even for them was hard to explain and to get a rational answer. Also, they 

couldn’t explain why they couldn’t cry or express their sadness even though they 

were deeply sad, but they were able to express feelings during the interview with 

the author. The survey questions number three; five, and six will provide 

evidence that this is ‘a common or the expected behavior’ for Taiwanese people 

living deeply in their culture but with no rational explanation.  

 

Another interesting subject that came out during the in-depth interviews, was 

about the believe system, rituals, traditions and superstitions. When participants 

were asked why they follow the rituals and traditions of Taiwanese society 

related to death, most of them did not understand why they follow, but they felt 

enforced by their family values and society to do it. The questions ten, eleven, 

twelve, thirteen and fourteen are designed to find tendencies and establish how 

deep some cultural rules are immersed in the Taiwanese psyche and in their 

belief systems. This could offer an explanation of their behavior and help to 

understand better the way Taiwanese people react in front of death.  

 

It is important to mention that this survey was updated at least seven times.  The 

wording, the kinds of questions, the specific language used to ask the questions 

needed to be very accurate and precise but at the same very subtle and refined to 

discover the real feelings without offence.  

 

The first version of the survey made in 2011 was a literal translation from the 

English survey and the results were imprecise, contradictory and confusing. After 

several interviews with people who filled them up it was found out that the 

questions did not make sense for Taiwanese people. This version was changed 

several  times until a last version, with  more  open  questions  was  developed  to  
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allow  Taiwanese people  to  express  their  true  opinions  and  share  their  real 

feelings. This long version survey was filled up by 30 participants of all ages and 

religions, and based on their opinions and as well for the information obtained of 

the in-depth interview that a short survey version was created. The information 

obtained has many similarities, which were reproduced in the fixed answers that 

the short version survey contains. More options of categories and reasons were 

added for the questions two, five, six, seven, thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen.     

 

Even though the survey is anonymous some people refused to participate and 

others did not complete all the answers. It was visible that older people were 

more difficult to convince to fill up the survey.  During the survey process many 

of the participants asked the author why this topic was chosen and several people 

said that they had never thought about some of the questions that the survey 

contained. 

  

Survey participants were chosen randomly in metropolitan Taipei; and about 30 

were by Google survey internet (unfortunately the format was not compatible 

and they were not used in the final analysis); there were also about 25 received 

by email from friends who email their friends from other parts of Taiwan, such as 

Kaohsiung, Taichung, Keelung, and Hualien.  

 

To avoid possible rejections the name, address and other personal questions were 

not asked. The age of participants was not asked directly, instead they were asked 

to choses from broad categories that ranged from less than 20 years to 60 years 

old and over. Education, gender and religious affiliation were included in the 

survey. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 
 

A review of the available literature in libraries and online publications was conducted to 

find possible explanations and answers to the research questions. There is plenty 

material about death and behaviors as a general social phenomenon but nothing specific 

for Taiwan. A little material in English was found that explains how Chinese in 

Singapore and Hong Kong deal with death; however to fully understand this subject 

research it is needed to look into other aspects of Taiwanese people’s lives, such as 

historical overview of religions and folk customs that are associated with death rituals 

and the behaviors of Taiwanese. Some relevant material was found and it did provide a 

good basis for the study of death in Taiwan. 

 

The results of this research are presented in this chapter, which consists of four main 

sections subdivided into sub topic areas.  

 

The first section gives a general description of death and society, and is divided into 

three parts. The first part gives a global perspective of death and how the society 

perceived it. Later will be explain that death is often viewed as pollution, introducing 

perspectives of Chinese society; and the last part of this section is a brief explanation of 

why rituals are so important to transform this pollution.  

 

The second section is the principal part of this Chapter and it gives an introduction and 

brief historical overview of Taiwan’s religious systems. This section will introduce the 

concepts of ancestor worship; funerary rites; Confucianism and filial piety as the key 

concepts necessary to provide a platform for understanding of how Taiwanese society is 

constructed and how it holds together. This section further explains the preference for 

silence, the concept of face (and losing face) and how Taiwanese handle their emotions 

towards death, as a common social behavior learnt from childhood. 

 

The third section moves on to explain some of the most important elements of the 

Taiwanese folk belief system, such as the soul, ghosts, offerings for ancestors, the Yellow 

Calendar/Book,” the role of the son, and the concepts of good and bad deaths. These are 
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‘common knowledge’ terms and ideas used in everyday life by Taiwanese people. 

Understanding how Taiwanese perceives them will open a gate to deeper and more 

significant understanding of the way they handle death. 

 

The fourth section is different to the earlier ones, it focuses on the Taiwan government’s 

laws and regulations related to death, which in turn reflects the wishes of society, 

enabling the freedom to join any religion and ensuring that there is adequate time to 

perform the death rituals required, these confirm how important the topic of death is for 

this society.  

 

In general, this chapter will provide a general overview of the main aspects of Taiwanese 

culture through the eyes of a foreigner, including how they perceive death, the way they 

grieve, some of the rituals involved and their behavior facing death; all this data will be 

linked in the conclusions with the outcomes of the in-depth interviews and sample 

surveys. 

 
 
2.1 Death and Society – A Global Perspective: What is death; how do society 
and people react 
 
Death is defined by the Merrian-Webster Dictionary as the end of life: the time when 

someone or something dies; the ending of a particular person's life; the permanent end of 

something that is not alive: the ruin or destruction of something.6  However, for Chinese, 

death also means a new beginning in another place and many ‘obligations’ for the family 

of the deceased to follow. 

 

Stephenson (1985: vi) states “the image of death that people held in earlier times 

affected the ways in which they felt and acted … our contemporary social response to 

death is an institutional one.”7  “Death not only merely subtracts one individual from 

society. It can also challenge society’s ability to hold itself together, to assert is vitality 

                                                
6 Death as [noun]. In Merriam Webster Online. Retrieved July 7, 2014; from http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/death 
7 Stephenson, John S. 1985. Death, Grief, and Mourning: Individual and Social Realities. New York: The Free Press; 
London: Collier Macmillan Publishers. p.vi. 
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and viability after death’s raid.”8 (Kastenbaum, 1986: 52). 

 

Tong (2004: 03) affirmed, “Death is not simply a natural fact but a culturally constructed 

and highly variable idea.”9 He quoted Richard Huntington and Peter Metcalf saying: 

 

In all societies, regardless of whether their customs call for festive or restrained 

behavior, the issue of death throws into relief the most important cultural values 

by which people live their lives and evaluate their experiences. Life becomes 

transparent against the background of death and fundamental social and cultural 

values are revealed.10 Tong (2004: 4) 

 

Each society has its own unique way to see and deal with death. As Hertz mentioned 

(1907/1960 cited in Tan 2003: 193) it is a well-known ethnographic fact that the 

representation of death varies from culture to culture.11 The perception of what is needed 

to do when a person passes away is correspondingly directed by the culture and the 

person’s own belief system related to his or her religion.  

 

Bauman (1992 cited in Howarth 2007: 88) describes that attitudes to death and dying are 

sometimes perceived as a reflection of culture in society and, for some, the very basis on 

which culture is founded.12 Chow and Chan (2007: 1) also affirmed when “facing death, 

individual response is inevitably molded by the values, attitudes, and beliefs of one’s 

culture.”13  The author shares these points of view, it will be established later in this 

chapter that it can be said that Taiwanese people have a blend of belief systems 

configured not only for the many religions that coexist on the island but also for the 

social values, norms and socio-cultural beliefs that they have inherited and learned from 

their families, passed on from generation to generation.  

 
                                                
8 Kastenbaum, Robert. J. 1986. Death, Society and Human Experience. Third Edition. Columbus: Ohio. Charles E. 
Merrill Publishing Company.  
9 Tong, Chee-kiong. 2004. Chinese Death Rituals in Singapore. (p.3). London; Routledge, Curzon. 
10 Tong, 2004, p.4. 
11 Tan, Chang-Kwo. 2003. Tradition and Christianity: Controversial Funerals and Concepts of the Person among the 
Paiwan, Taiwan.  Oceania; Mar 2003; 73-3; (pp. 189-207). Academic Research Library. 
12 Howarth, Glennys. 2007. Death & Dying: A Sociological Introduction. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
13 Chan, Cecilia Wan Chan. Chow, Amy Yin Man. 2007. Death, Dying and Bereavement: a Hong Kong Chinese 
experience. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press.  
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In his article Death in High Modernity, Mellor (1993: 27) recognized that “death is one 

of the very small number of universal parameters within which both individual and 

social life is constructed.”14 In the Taiwanese case, it is impossible to separate the 

individual and the society and as it will be disclosed, in Taiwan this construction is 

deeply and intrinsically built in the character of the individual.     

 

Stephenson remarks that the death ceremonies “not only serve as a collective response, 

they also manifest the collective image of death –what the larger society thinks and feels 

about death.”15  (Stephenson, 1985: vi). In Taiwan, the role of the individual it is not as 

important as is doing what is needed to be done at the funeral to satisfy the expectations 

of family and society [a reflection of what the deceased needs to have a good passage to 

the other life]. This notion is related in a certain way to the concept of filial piety and 

face, that will be explained later. As Vera Chen (personal communication, December 10, 

2013)16 expounded in her in-depth interview: 

 

I did not really want to change my family’s way of doing their funeral. After 

coming back from my study aboard, I know what I would do when it comes to 

me in the future [she means when she or her parents dies] … However, I respect 

my family; we are very traditional; I would provide my suggestion instead of 

insisting something that I regard right or wrong … Basically the funeral is just 

like the wedding in Taiwan, it’s not your matter, it’s the family’s matter.  
 

Vera’s comments  are  consistent  with Durkheim (1954, cited in Howarth 2007: 15) who 

argues that “society is greater than the individuals that make up its sum and that 

structures are developed in the form of rituals to allow for the deaths of individuals to be 

encompassed within the greater social order.”17   

 

                                                
14 Mellor, Philip. 1993. Death in High Modernity: The Contemporary Presence and Absence of Death. (pp. 11-30). 
Oxford: Blackwell Publishers. 
15 Stephenson, 1985, p. 201. 
16 V. Chen, personal communication, July 4, 2014; December 10, 2013.   
11 Howarth, 2007, p. 15. 
12 Tong, 2004, p. 105. 
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2.1.1 Death as Pollution  

 

Robert Hertz (cited in Tong, 2004: 105) remarks that the fear of the dead has to do with 

the fear of pollution; and this fear is found in most societies. 

 

Death is the greatest pollution of all, so much so that it commonly puts an end 

for a time to all activity over a social circle of varying extent. Not only the 

corpse, but also the possessions of the deceased, are regarded as infected with 

danger, which must be averted with a ceremonial treatment.18 

 

Stephenson also describes “that often those that come in contact with death are often 

seen by others as somehow tainted by death, and thus they are to be avoided.”19   

This is a kind of pollution, whereby the individual is seen as unclean; as if 

tainted by his association with death. Sadly just a time when those facing the 

death of a loved one are most in need of support, the community often seeks to 

avoid interaction with them. (Stephenson, 1985: 201). 

This view in Chinese culture is not an exception. De Groot (cited in Tong, 2004: 106) 

observed in 1892 that the Chinese in Amoy thought of death as polluting and dangerous: 

“It is a general conviction that anyone who calls at a mortuary houses incurs a kind of 

pollution, especially so if death has been untimely or caused by disease.”20 

Watson (1982: 163) also describes that in some Chinese villages, death is viewed as 

pollution. “Most Cantonese villagers have morbid fear of anything associated with 

death, and accordingly they do not relish the prospects of attending funerals –even those 

of friends or close kin.”21  

                                                
18 Tong, 2004, p. 105.  
19 Stephenson, 1985, p. 201. 
20 De Groot cited by Tong 2004, p. 106. 
21 Watson, James L. 1982. The Structure of Chinese Rites: Elementary Forms, Ritual Sequence, and the Primacy of 
Performance. In Watson, James L. and Rawski Evelyn (Eds.). Death Ritual in the Late Imperial and Modern China 
(pp. 3-215). Berkeley: University of California Press. 
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Chow & Chan (2007: 4) mentioned that the house, in which a person dies, will be seen 

as a place that radiates bad energy (bad qi, 氣).  

Anything related to the funeral or burial rituals carry bad luck or evil energy and 

thus have to be destroyed. Therefore for three months after death, neighbors and 

friends will not visit where someone dies. They have to walk over a burning fire 

before entering their own home, in order to burn away the “bad” or “toxic” 

energy that they might have picked up in the home of the deceased person.22 

Chow & Chan (2007: 5) explained that the fear and hesitancy visit or go to a house in 

which someone died are still very common: “Without trying to find out the true reason 

for cultural myths, the concepts of toxic energy and bad fate around bereaved family 

members continued into modern society.”23 

As Tong (2004: 105) exemplifies that for Chinese, death is treated with ambivalence; for 

one side, fear and for other with respect; but additionally people take precautions to 

avoid coming into contact with death and extreme caution is taken when handling the 

corpse.24 “If contact cannot be avoided, then walk quickly and quietly, careful not even 

to glance at the coffin.”25  As it will be demonstrated in Chapter Four, in Taiwan this so 

called ‘advice’ is still well rooted in the local belief system and repeated and practiced 

from generation to generation.  

 

2.1.2 Performing Rituals Clean Pollution 

 

For Chinese people death is the last transformation, and the way to achieve it is by 

means of ritual. For Watson “ritual is about transformation.” He argues that allowing the 

transformations of one being or state into another, changed being or state.26 Clothey, 

mentioned by Watson (1987: 4) also remarked that rituals are repeated because they are 

expected to have transformative powers. “Ritual change people and things; the ritual 

process is active, not merely passive.” (Clothey, 1983 cited in Watson: 1987: 4). 
                                                
22 Chow & Chan; 2007, pp. 4-5.  
23 Chow & Chan; 2007, p. 5. 
24 Ideas taken from Tong, 2004, p. 105. 
25  Tong, 2004, p. 106. 
26 Watson, 1988, p. 4. 
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Tong (2004: 9) explains the importance of the death rituals, are as a way to clean the 

‘negative’ effect of death: 

 

Death is extremely polluting. Death rituals can therefore also be seen as a 

process of refinement of the dead, making the deceased into a purer form and 

finally transforming him into an object of worship by his descendants. Death 

creates an impure ghost; rituals modify him into a settle ancestor.27 

 

For Taiwanese, following the stipulated rituals for funerals and other death related 

matters it is very important, not only because they will help the spirit of the deceased to 

become a ‘legitimate’ ancestor, but also, because it can be seen as a way to focusing the 

pain of losing someone loved, in the way their society expects from them. As Durkheim 

(1954, cited in Howarth 2007: 15) describes it, rituals are “behaviors and practices to 

enable both the immediate family and society to mark the loss of one of its members 

without that loss incurring social disruption.”28 Rosenblatt cited in Stephenson (1985: 

201) points out that funeral ceremonies and rituals may meet the needs of survivors by 

giving them something with which to occupy themselves, thus channeling their inchoate 

grief into acceptable behavior.29 

 

Importantly, rituals can be seen as unifying expressions for death ceremonies in the 

Chinese and therefore Taiwanese culture. As Tong (2004: 11) indicates in his research 

“If ritual enhances the social importance of values that are esteemed in society, the 

analysis of Chinese death rituals therefore allows us to understand the values that the 

informants hold important.30 

 

Furthermore Watson (1988: 3) observed that rituals are what hold Chinese society 

together.  

 

If anything is central to the creation and maintenance of a unified Chinese 

                                                
27 Tong, 2004, p. 9. 
28 Howarth, 2007, p. 15. 
29 Stephenson, 1985, p. 201.  
30 Tong, 2004, p. 11. 
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culture, it is the standardization of ritual. To be Chinese is to understand, and 

accept the view, that there is a correct way to perform rites associated with the 

life-cycle, the most important being weddings and funerals. By following 

accepted ritual routines ordinary citizens participated in the process of cultural 

unification.31  

In the case of Taiwan, observing rituals is part of daily life, especially at times of 

significant celebrations and the most important one, at funerals, as will be introduced 

later on this chapter.  

 

2.2 Introduction to Taiwan’s Religious and Belief Systems 
  

2.2.1 Historical Overview on Taiwan’s Religious Systems 

Since prehistoric times, Taiwan has had a different cultural and religious development 

than other Asian countries, including China. “Taiwan’s prehistoric culture belonged to 

the ancestors of today’s aborigines, or to people who were closely related to them” 

(Sung, 1980; Huang, 1982).32 “Four centuries ago, Taiwan was inhabited mainly by 

Austronesian peoples, whose beliefs consisted of a combination of animism and ancestor 

veneration.”33  

It is relevant to mention that Taiwan now has 25 different indigenous tribes, but the 

government officially recognizes only fourteen of them. These tribes have their own 

rituals and ways of dealing with death, which are very different from those of the 

mainstream who follow other lines of thought. “They believed in an assortment of 

deities, ghosts, ancestral souls, good and evil spirits, and other supernatural forces … 

their beliefs system are different for each ethnic group.”34 

                                                
31 Watson, 1988, p. 3.  
32 Sung (1980); Huang, (1982) cited in Liu, Yi-ch’ang. 2009. Prehistory and Austronesians in Taiwan.  In 
Austronesian Taiwan: Linguistics, History, Ethnology, Prehistory. David Blundell (Ed.). (p. 368). Taipei: Sung Ye 
Museum & Berkeley: University of California. 
33 Executive Yuan. (2010). About the ROC: 20 Religions. (p. 262). Retrieved September 15, 2012; from 
http://www.ey.gov.tw/en/Upload/WebArchive/3879/Religion.pdf 
34 Caltonhill, Mark. (2002). Private Prayers and Public Parades: Exploring the Religious Life of Taipei. (p. 17). 
Department of Information, Taipei City Government.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

19 
 

19 

Over the centuries Taiwan has been invaded and occupied by other countries and 

peoples, and during this time many religions were introduced, each of them bringing 

different belief system and death rituals. “Buddhism and Taoism were among the first 

non-indigenous religions to be introduced to Taiwan with the immigration of Han 

peoples from the southeastern provinces of the Chinese mainland.”35 

The Portuguese, Spanish and Dutch brought new influences into the island.  

“European traders brought new religions to Taiwan … Protestant missionaries 

accompanying the Dutch East India Company, which established posts in 

southwestern Taiwan beginning in 1624, proselytized to the Han and indigenous 

peoples they employed or encountered … Roman Catholic missionaries made 

their first appearance in 1626 on Taiwan’s northern shores when a Spanish 

expedition founded settlements in the vicinity of today’s Keelung City (基隆市) 

and New Taipei City’s (新北市) Danshui District (淡水區). Associated with 

Spanish holdings in the Philippines, these settlements flourished until the Dutch 

drove the Spanish off the island in 1642.”36 

In more recent times Taiwan was under Japanese colonial rule and the Japanese also 

introduced other beliefs. “During the Japanese occupation of Taiwan (1895-1945) 

members of two Japanese ‘new religions’, Tenrikyo and Mahaikarikyo, established 

themselves on the island.”37  

After World War II, when Chinese mainland immigrants relocated to Taiwan with the 

Kuomintang (中國國民黨) they brought new influences that “Included I-Kuan Tao and 

several others that are based on Confucianism, Taoism and traditional Chinese schools 

of thought.”38 

 

                                                
35 Executive Yuan. About the ROC: 20 Religions. (p. 263). Retrieved September 15, 2012; from 
http://www.ey.gov.tw/en/Upload/WebArchive/3879/Religion.pdf 
36 Ibid., (pp. 262-263). 
37 Taiwan Religion. Window of Asia. (n.d.). Michigan State University. Retrieved May, 2014; from 
http://asia.isp.msu.edu/wbwoa/east_asia/taiwan/religion.htm 
38 Executive Yuan. (2010). About the ROC: 20 Religions. (p. 276). Retrieved September 13, 2012; from 
http://www.ey.gov.tw/en/Upload/WebArchive/3879/Religion.pdf 
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Other religions, including Islam, Scientology, Jehovah Witnesses, Bahai, Mormons, 

other Tibetan Buddhist and Taoist sects are also present. 

Consequently, this unique and complex structure of religious and belief systems has 

become part of Taiwan’s cultural and social structure. As Berger (1969: 26) cited in 

Howarth 2007: 16) said “religion is the key to understanding how societies continue in 

the face of death … thus provides man’s ultimate shield against the terror of anomie.” In 

Taiwan’s case, perhaps religion is a determining element that people follow and can 

explain their behavior facing death. Taiwanese shelter multiple belief systems and 

traditions that are related to religions and the code of behavior for ancestors and spirits. 

All of these beliefs co-exist without conflict in the minds and hearts of Taiwanese people 

at the moment when they give the last rites to their loved ones. 

 

2.2.2 Main Lines of Thought in Taiwan 

As previously mentioned, defining Taiwanese Religion is very complex, as Jordan 

(1972: 27-28) explains:  

One question that is often asked about religion in Taiwan is whether the 

people are Taoists or Buddhists … there is something called Taoism, with 

certain tradition and religious specialist and books associated with it; and it is 

Chinese. There is also something called Buddhism, with certain traditions, 

religious specialists and books. There is in addition to these two traditions, 

with their specialists and their books, a corpus of beliefs and practices, the 

folk religion, have contributed heavily to Chinese [Taiwanese] religious life, 

and their interpenetration is so extensive as to prevent a thoroughgoing 

sorting of the elements one might associate with each in its “primal” state. It 

is important that we note how closely there three strains are mixed.39 

 

                                                
39 Jordan, David K. (1972). Gods, Ghost and Ancestors: The Folk Religion of a Taiwanese Village. (p. 27). Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 
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Caltonhill (2002: 9) likewise make this distinction in his book emphasizing that the vast 

majority of Taipei’s population is dominated by Han-Chinese, who say they are people 

of  ‘Three religions’  (三教). He identified them as Confucianism (儒教), Taoism (道教) 

and Buddhism (佛教).40 However, Caltonhill (2002: 9) remarked that even though these 

three religions are the ‘formal’ religions in Taiwan, “the day to day religions practices 

seen around the city really belong to a “folk” or popular tradition that runs alongside, 

beneath or above these Three Religions.”41  

Jordan (1972: 28) cited in this book several authors who also tried to define and describe 

the religion on the island: Jiang Jia-jiin (1957, 1959) “the classification of religions in 

Taiwan is Taoism, Buddhism, Christianity, and ‘popular beliefs’ (民間信仰), the last 

category includes nature worship, divination, and a variety of other things.”42  

There are other scholars, like Lii Tian-chuen (1956 cited in Jordan (1972: 28) which 

include western religions in Taiwan’s religious map and make similar categories division 

mentioned Taoism, Buddhism, Christianity, and ‘common beliefs’ (通俗信仰), this last 

one, includes cults of three popular gods.  For Her Lian-kwei and Wey Huey-lin (1966) 

cited also in Jordan (1972: 28-29) “the category of popular beliefs is itself composed of 

Taoism, Buddhism, Lay Buddhist and individual cults of various historical figures (e.g. 

Guangong 關公) … plus the cults for patrons gods.”   

The author agrees with Jordan (1972: 28-29) when he recapped that: 

What is more significant than the particular classifications of these authors is 

their agreement that whatever Buddhism and Taoism may be, they are not the 

whole story, and that some additional categories are necessary to include the 

parts of Taiwanese folk belief that they are unwilling to subsume under one or 

the other of these major traditions.43  

 

                                                
40 Caltonhill, 2002, p. 9. 
41 Caltonhill, 2002, p. 9. 
42 Jordan, 1972, p. 28. 
43 Jordan, 1972, p. 28. 
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There is other interesting data about Taiwan’s religion44 that indicates that although of 

Buddhism and Taoism are practiced by the majority of the population, only half of them 

actually identified themselves as Buddhist or Taoist in the official census.  

Many of those who don’t indicate any religious belief follow some of the tenets 

or participate in some of the rituals and practices associated with Buddhism 

and/or Taoism. Neither Buddhism nor Taoism is an exclusive religion and thus 

most people practice elements of both of them along with engaging in certain 

practices or ceremonies connected with folk religion.45  

On the same topic, Caltonhill (2002: 43) stated that:  

Despite the existence of priestly authority, orthodox scriptures and prescribed 

rituals, religion in Taiwan is primarily about practice, about personal relation 

with deities and spirits, about harnessing the powers of the spirit world to help 

people in the human realm. These relations are established on the daily practices 

of veneration, worship, prayer and offerings, rites that can vary from person top 

person; there are a number of common themes as the bai-bai (拜拜; worship) 

practices of Taiwanese citizens as today.46  

For example, on every first and fifteenth day of the lunar calendar, Taiwanese people can 

be observed practicing their ‘religion’ outside businesses and sometimes their homes. 

They follow rituals such as burning, placing food offerings for their gods, local deities, 

ancestors and for the ‘good brothers’ (好兄弟) [Taiwanese avoid to use the word ghost, 

so they changed to the nick name of ‘good brothers’.]  

One of the most important actions of the ritual is to burn incense and paper ‘money’ 

[also known as ghost money illustrated in Figure 1] while they praying in groups or by 

themselves. 

                                                
44 Taiwan Religion. Window of Asia. (n.d.). Michigan State University. Retrieved May 14, 2014 from 
http://asia.isp.msu.edu/wbwoa/east_asia/taiwan/religion.htm 
45 Taiwan Religion. Window of Asia. (n.d.). Michigan State University. Retrieved May 14, 2014 from 
http://asia.isp.msu.edu/wbwoa/east_asia/taiwan/religion.htm 
46 Caltonhill, 2002, p. 43. 
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Figure 1: In most supermarkets, it’s usual to find objects, such as paper 
spirit ‘money’ that Taiwanese use to worship or bai-bai (拜拜).   

 

Another interesting aspect of Taiwanese society is that many people follow these rituals 

even though many said they don't have any religion or in the contradictory case, they 

don't believe this action has any meaning. Many people still observe this at home and 

they take part in the festivals and celebrations as are instructed by their culture.  

Moskowitz (1999: 3) mentioned a research made by Steven Harrell (1974), which 

suggested that “religious doubt is more prevalent in Taiwan that one, might expect.” In 

Taiwan, as Harrell cites “they use the Chinese saying of half belief and half doubt (半信

半疑) which indeed acknowledges the fear that possibility that a belief might be true.” 

The subject of ghosts and ancestors worship is another noteworthy topic intimately 

related to Taiwanese religion and belief systems. As Moskowitz47 (1999: 3) stated “in 

Taiwan, belief  in ghosts is  extremely  prevalent;”  this is important to take into account  

                                                
47 Moskowitz, Marc L. (1999). Thesis Fetus-Spirits New Ghost in Modern Taiwan. Ph.D. Dissertation, University of 
California, San Diego, United States of America.  
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because for Taiwanese people the concept of ghosts, (a concept that includes many 

categories) are part of their daily life and related to their respect of ancestors, as will be 

explained further.  

Fray Jonah Mourtos (2002), in his article The Feeling of Fear in Chinese Society, 

strongly declared the fear that Taiwanese profess to have for the ghosts:   

Fear is everywhere. First of all, there is the fear of ghosts. Ghosts are 

everywhere, and many people have told me that they have seen them ... 

Everybody will believe it, they will panic; they will burn paper money and will 

beg the ghost not to hurt them. The phrase “please, don't do any harm to me ... 

please accept these ...” is very typical.48 

Another main line of thought is that a so-called bad death [which will be explained 

further] or an inappropriate or poorly performed funerary ceremony for a family member 

could cause a relative to become a ghost. In the Chinese and Taiwanese culture, this is a 

big responsibility, because the duty of a child is not only to take care of their parents 

while they are alive, but also when they pass away and afterwards. This is closely linked 

to the concept of filial piety from Confucius (which will be explained in more detail later 

in this chapter) and to ancestor worship.   

 

2.2.3 Ancestor Worship  

Caltonhill (2002: 19) makes reference to Reverend Leslie Mackay, who lived in Taiwan 

in the 19th century and declared that “their [Taiwanese] real religion is the worship of 

their ancestors, the real idol the ancestral tablet.”49  

Ancestor worship is one of the most important elements in the Taiwanese culture and 

religions, even nowadays. It also known as ancestor veneration and is described as: 

                                                
48 Mourtos, Jonah. (2002). The Feeling of Fear in Chinese Society: The People Who are in Darkness and Under the 
Shadow of Death. OMHKSEA. Retrieved May 23, 2014; from http://orthodox.cn/catechesis/0211feelingfear_en.htm 
49 Caltonhill, 2002, p. 19. 
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A ritual practice that is based on the belief that deceased family members have a 

continued existence, take an interest in the affairs of the world, and possess the 

ability to influence the fortune of the living.50 

As some authors like Benjamin Schwartz (1985 cited in Rawski 1988: 23) describe, it is 

“omnipresent and central to the entire development of the Chinese civilization from 

ancient times.”51  Heinz (1999: 225) also emphasized that the Chinese have always been 

interested in their past … worship of ancestors is worship of origins.52 

The relationship between the ancestors and the living, has “mutual benefits” as Tylor 

(cited in Tong: 2003: 07) mentioned, “the dead ancestor, now passed into a deity, simply 

goes on protecting his own family and receiving suits and services from them as of 

old.”53  

Furthermore, it is crucial to understand the concept of ancestor worship, because as 

Rawski (1988: 23) describes it, 

the emphasis on the continuity of kinship links between the living and the dead, 

the belief that ancestors could intercede with deities on behalf of their living 

descendants- was an essential stimulus for the evolution of the elaborate death 

ritual practiced by the Chinese. Belief in ancestor worship cannot be separated 

from death rituals performance.54 

In Taiwan people still consider these kinship links very strongly and these can be 

observed in every day life. This ‘consideration for the dead’ is palpable even when they 

talk, as they avoid using some terms for talking about the deceased. Moreover, when the 

death of a family member occurs, Taiwanese are very careful to follow every ritual and 

all the wishes of the dead ones, a topic that will be explained later. 

 

                                                
50 Society For Human Resources. Chinese Ancestor Worship: What is Ancestor Worship?  Retrieved June 10, 2014; 
from http://www.religionfacts.com/ 
51 Rawski, Evelyn S. (1988). A Historian’s Approach to Chinese Death Ritual. In Watson, James L. and Rawski 
Evelyn (Eds.). Death Ritual in the Late Imperial Modern and China. (p. 13). Berkeley: University of California Press. 
52 Heinz, Carolyn Brown. (1999). Asian Cultural Traditions. (p. 225). Waveland Press, Inc. 
53 Tong, 2004, p. 7. 
54 Rawski, 1988, p. 23. 
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Yang (1957: 278) states, “the social or nonreligious function of ancestor worship is “to 

cultivate kinship values like filial piety, family loyalty, and continuity of the family 

lineage.”55 

For Taiwanese, ancestor worship is a ‘duty’ and that they ‘cannot fail’ to do for their 

ancestors and also for themselves. Fittingly in Taiwan, it is common to find altars with 

pictures of parents and grandparents (if they already passed away) at home; this appears 

to be independent of the religion that the habitants of the house profess to follow. Every 

day they do small rituals such as burning incense sticks and pouring water into small 

glasses as a gesture of kindness [in case the soul of the deceased is thirsty]. Christian, 

one of the informants56 whose family is Evangelical-Christian, mentioned that in his 

house they omit this, because for their religion it could be considered as idolatry; 

however, he said that many of his fellow ‘brothers’ in the same religion, still perform 

this custom at home. “They are new Christians, they don't know that this is idolatry … 

we don't force them to change, they will change slowly with the time,” he explained.   

Lin  (1985: 77) makes a summary of Taiwanese religious system in which he described: 

Death in Taiwanese popular beliefs is based on Confucius’ moral teachings of 

filial piety and influenced by Buddhist and Taoist principles of death. For 

example, the people having accepted Confucius’ philosophy of filial piety, they 

practice ancestral worship … therefore, one’s death is not considered a personal 

loss but a reunion with Heaven and Earth and his forefathers.57 

Parallel to that, Taiwanese also have altars for gods or/and local deities at their place of 

business, restaurants and factories (Figure 2). In all of these places, people habitually 

pray and light incense sticks for them; and provide a small glass of water or liquor 

occasionally. It is noteworthy to mention that outside some houses there are incense 

holders, to offer the incense to the local guardians or the spirits of the vicinity, not to the 

family’s ancestors who are venerated inside the house. 

                                                
55 Yang, C. K. (1957). The Functional Relationship Between Confucian Thought and Chinese Religion. In Chinese 
Thought and Institutions. John K. Fairbank, (Ed.). (p. 278). Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
56 C. Huang, personal communication, March 30, 2014. Chungshiao East Road, Taipei.  
57 Lin, Jenho. (1986). Life and Death: a Confucian Perspective in Taiwanese Popular Contexts. Ph.D. Dissertation. (p. 
77). University Microfilms International. California: California Institute of Integral Studies.  
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Figure 2:  Many shops in Xindian New Taipei City, have an altar 
dedicated to the God for Wealth (財神). Taiwanese believe that this God 
will help them to increase their business and also bring them luck. 

 

2.2.4  Funeral Rites: Dealing with Death in Taiwanese Terms 

Rite in general, is a notion indissoluble for Chinese, and funerals, as the last rite that a 

person can have, it has a massive meaning for their society, as well for others. Funerals 

are an important part to end the process of death as Stephenson (1985: 201) wrote: 

 

The funeral may serve to facilitate the grieving process, and to channel it into 

socially acceptable behaviors. The survivors may find that the funeral is the first 

time they truly realize that the death has occurred, and can express their feelings 

of loss.58   

However, in Taiwan the pattern of behavior during death rituals and funerals is very 

different to what is experienced in western cultures.  Chow & Chan (2007: 2) explain 

that Chinese people focus their pain in what is needed to be done. “As well as 

somatization their suffering, the pragmatic and action-oriented Chinese focus on the 

performance of funeral and burial rituals, in a hope that such action can contribute to the 

smooth reincarnation of the deceased person.”59 

                                                
58 Stephenson, 1985, p. 201 
59 Chow & Chan, 2007, p. 2. 
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Kastenbaum (1986: 50) portrays that “the funeral and memorialization process tells 

much about the stability and cohesiveness of a culture as well what that particular 

society makes of death.60 

 

Watson (1988: 8-9) explained “one of the primary goals of the Chinese funerary rites 

was to keep the corpse and spirit together during the initial stages of death.” For Chinese 

this is essential because they believe that one part of the soul is immortal and moreover, 

death will not “terminate the relation of the living and the dead … death does not 

terminate relationships of reciprocity among Chinese, it simply transforms their ties and 

often makes them stronger.61  

 

However, for Taiwanese this process in general, is extensive, meticulous and complex; it 

has a specific sequence and it is essential that it be followed as closely as possible, to 

adhere to the rules of the ritual already established. That is why people, in many cases, 

hire a funeral director in order not miss any detail and therefore avoid any ‘punishment’ 

or reprisal from an angry or un-conforming ancestor. 

 

As Watson (1988: 4-6) clarified for Chinese culture the rites were more important than 

the actual beliefs or religion. He declared “the long process of standardization of ritual 

in Chinese society, particularly in the funerary rite in the late Imperial China (approx. 

1750 to 1920), was a tool of cultural unification and that allows us to identify more 

accurately today the content of these rites.”  (1988: 29) 

 

In a traditional point of view, Confucius considers that the rites and funerals for the 

death are to demonstrate that “we do not forget him to whom we trace our root.” Li 

(2010: 131).62 Also they are important because it is the duty of a filial son to his roots as 

the philosopher Hsin Tzu (cited in Tong: 2004: vi) described it: 

 
                                                
60 Kastenbaum, Robert. J. (1986). Death, Society and Human Experience. Third Edition. (p. 50). Columbus, Ohio: 
Charles E. Merrill Publishing Company.  
61 Watson, 1988, p. 9. 
62 Li, Wendy. (2010) Ancestral Worship and Filial Piety: A Perspective of Older Chinese Migrants. Symposium of 
Death Studies in Aotearoa. (n.d.) New Zealand, November 11, 2010. School of Psychology. University of Waikato. 
Retrieved March 13, 2013; from http://researchonline.jcu.edu.au/18898/ 
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The li rites (禮) consist in being careful about the treatment of life and death. 

Life is the beginning of man. Death is the end of man. When the end and the 

beginning are both good, the way of humanity is complete … Funeral rituals are 

for the living to give beautified ceremonial to the dead; to send off the dead as if 

they were living; to render the same services to the dead as to the living; to the 

absent as to the present; and to make the end to be the same as the beginning ... 

Hence funerals are for no other purpose than to make clear the meaning of death 

and life, to send off the dead with sorrow and reverence … Service to the living 

is beautifying their beginning; sending off the dead is beautifying the end. When 

the end and the beginning are both attended to, the service of a filial son is ended 

and the way of the sage is completed.63 

There are three imperative elements for death rituals and funerals that are important to 

highlight, they are: the role of the food, incense and ‘money’. “A central feature of 

Chinese funerals and post burials mortuary practices is the transfer of food, money and 

goods to the deceased,” explained Watson (1988: 9).64 

Food is intrinsic to most Taiwanese ritual activity; death is no exception, and where the 

role of food plays an importantly integral and, like the ritual itself, is multifaceted and 

polysemy.65 “Ancestors depend on food prestations from their descendants, which gives 

the descendants a leverage over the dead.”66  

 

The use of incense is another essential component to the rites and ceremonies; it is not 

known with exactitude since when this is custom started but Confucius mentioned in his 

lectures. De Groot (1972, p. 18) mentioned as part of the filial responsibilities: 

 

There are two constituent parts of the soul, gratitude was shown them by means 

of two ceremonies. They instituted the mourning service, when to show gratitude 
                                                
63  Tong, 2004, p. vi. 
64 Watson, 1988, p. 9. 
65 Ideas taken from Thompson, Stuart E. Death Food, and Fertility. (1988). In Watson, James L. and Rawski Evelyn 
(Eds.).  Death Ritual in the Late Imperial Modern and China. (p. 71). Berkeley: University of California Press. 
66 Thompson, 1988, pp. 71-73. 
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to the qi, a burnt offering was presented to it and the fragrance of the flesh was 

rendered visible by means of lightening aromatic wood, everyone in this way 

being taught to turn his mind back to towards his original ancestors …  this 

sacrifice taught the people to love one another.67 

 

‘Money’ is another interesting element of the death rituals. A common custom is to burn 

replicas of paper money [as well other items that will be describe later on] for the 

deceased. There are several kinds of the ‘ghost money or spirit money’ that are burnt for 

ancestral spirits and deities. As Mourtus (2010) pointed out “Even when you die you 

need money and thus they put a lot of money in the pockets of dead people.68   

 

However, not only fake money is needed, another aspect of death in Taiwanese culture is 

that the dead member’s family sometimes expects some economical help from the 

extended family and friends. Usually they send a white envelope as an invitation for the 

funeral. As V. Hsu, informant 5 described it: 

 

My parents don’t like to received funeral invitations, they believe this could 

bring them bad luck.  But it all depends of their relation with the deceased … but 

sometimes if there is not a close relation or they didn't have any contact with the 

death, they feel bother and irritate … because they have to send the money to 

them.69 

 

Curiously Taiwanese follow the funerary rituals practice whether they understand them 

or not, they even hire a professional Funeral Director, to complete all of the procedures 

in the precise and correct way.  

Mourtos (2010) remarked how important it is for Taiwanese families to follow with 

rituals and ceremonies for the worship of their ancestors.  

 

                                                
67 De Groot, Johann Jakob Maria. (1972). On the Soul and Ancestral Worship. The Religious System of China. Part I, 
Chapter 1, Volume   IV - Book II, (p.18). Taipei: Cheng Wen Publications Co. 
68 Mourtus, 2002, n. p. 
69 V. Hsu, personal communication; July 3, 2014. Hoping East Road, Taipei.  
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You must offer the proper sacrifices to the ancestors, about every two weeks. 

Every family has a special table for this reason at home. If you don't offer your 

sacrifices in the right way, the soul of the father or the mother will become a 

hungry ghost and will give you a hard time.70 

There are also many beliefs about why the funerary rites are so important in Taiwanese 

culture; it is also believed that improper funeral practices can wreak ill fortune and 

disaster on the family of the deceased.  

The obligation to follow the ritual is enshrined in the concept of filial piety. Funerals and 

death rites continue with the worship of the ancestors at the family ancestral altar. Tong 

(2004: 1-2) and Li (2010: n.d.) also comments on this explaining that paying respect to 

ancestors [as Confucius directed] is incorporated within the filial piety belief system and 

is manifested in mourning and the ancestral worship rituals of the Chinese culture. As 

Simmons (2013) describes it: “Beliefs about death and afterlife are more influenced by 

philosophy than religion in China.”71 

 

2.2.5  Confucianism and Family Life 

Confucianism72 can be defined as an ethical and philosophical system, teaching by the 

Chinese philosopher Confucius (孔夫子). His teachings stressing love for humanity, 

ancestor worship, reverence for parents, and harmony in thought and conduct.  

 

There is a debate whether Confucianism is a religion or not, many scholars pointed out 

that it is not, because there is no deity. In Taiwan, there are many temples that keep an 

image of him and there are also temples built in his honor. (Figure 3) 

 

                                                
70 Mourtus, 2002; n. p. 
71 Simmons, Sue. Multicultural Interview Grief in the Chinese Culture. 
Retrieved March 14, 2013; from: http://www.indiana.edu/~famlygrf/culture/simmons.html. 
72 Ideas taken from: Confucianism [noun] Dictionary.com.  Retrieved February 13, 2014; from 
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/Confucianism?s=t 
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Figure 3: Students come to Lung-Shan Temple (龍山寺) in Taipei, to visit 
the different Gods and ask them for favors such as help to pass 
successfully their tests or final examinations.  

 

For Lin (1985: 19) “the most influential  element of  Confucius’  thought for the Chinese 

is his philosophy of life. This philosophy is developed and generalized into the popular 

belief and is practiced in the daily life of people.”73  

 

“Ancestor veneration consonant with Confucian values remains widely observed in 

Taiwan.”74 This is an important element at the moment of facing death, as Lin (1986: 21) 

stated that the major relation of Confucian philosophy to the people in Taiwan is the 

practice of Confucian moral requirements in daily life [which include death.] Lin (1986: 

22) indicated that even though in the past hundred years Taiwan has witnessed many 

changes in the areas of politics, economics, education and lifestyle, the traditional spirit 

of life has remained active among the people. For him, Confucian thought has developed 

                                                
73 Lin, 1986, p. 19. 
74 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of China. Taiwan Government Entry Point. Spiritual Landscape. Retrieved 
May 5, 2012; from http://taiwanfoodculture.net/print.asp?xItem=79264&ctNode=1925&mp=999 
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into a main stream of Chinese culture, and it has been generalized into the popular belied 

among the Chinese people of the world, including the people of Taiwan.  

Li (2010 n.d.) explained that in Confucianism, children are required to serve their 

parents according to ritual while they are alive and to bury and sacrifice to the parents 

according to  ritual when they die.75 Likewise Lin (1986: 50) stressed  that Confucius’s 

life is a testament as to how much attention he paid to the principle of filial piety and its 

practice. Confucius recommended Xiao  (孝 filial piety in English) as the basic but 

fundamental requirement.76  

 

2.2.6  Filial Piety and Funerary Practice 

 

Freedman (quoted in Tong, 2004: 19) defined filial piety as “the duty for the children, 

who owe their parents obedience for the gift of life, meaning that a man’s loyalty to the 

interests and wishes of his father is supposed to outweigh all other loyalties and 

attachments.”77  Li (2010: n.d.) explained that the character of Xiao (孝) is composed 

from two other characters: Lao [老, which means old] on the top and Zi [子, which 

means son] at the bottom [under lao老]. With this combination it could be concluded 

that the son should support the old, and respect them.  

Traditionally, filial piety prescribes the child’s obligations to defer to parental wishes, 

attend to parental needs, and provides care and support to aged parents. (Whyte, 2004, 

cited by Li, 2010: n.d.) 

Regarding the practice of filial piety, Lin (1985: 50) points out that Confucius identified 

the meaning of life and death, in three principles of ethical theory:  

 

1. To carry on the past and open a way for future 

2. To bring glory to one’s family and ancestors, and 

                                                
75 Li, 2010, n.d. 
76 Lin, 1986, p. 50. 
77 Tong, 2004, p. 19. 
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3. To carefully attend to the funeral rites of parents and follow them when gone 

with due sacrifices.78 

Li (2010 n.d.) states “the greatest regret that a child could have is an eternally lost 

opportunity of serving his or her parents with medicine and soup on their deathbed and 

not being present when they die.”79 For her,  

the mourning is considered a paramount expression of filial piety. A traditional 

funeral for the dead parent is regarded as a demonstration of love and respect to 

the parent and a way of teaching filial piety to the younger generation. Paying 

respect to ancestors is a practice that connects individuals to their family 

histories, which ensures the younger generation memorizes their origins and the 

favors they have received from ancestors.   

For many foreigners, the concept of filial piety in Taiwan goes to an extreme level, as 

Mourtos (2002 n.d.) in his essay describing how the parents have the authority to decide 

in almost every aspect of their children’s life: 

 

In the Chinese [Taiwanese] family, there is no private life, you see. ‘Family’ is 

above everything and everyone, and parents control their children’s life, ‘padre 

padrone’. They decide what you are going to study and whom you will marry. If 

they don't like him / her they turn them down and expect you to marry someone 

else.80 

Rightly or wrongly, the death of a parent entails a complex and demanding regimen of 

rituals in Taiwan, which could place a lot of pressure on the surviving family members. 

During the in-depth interviews most of the participants actually confessed that they 

couldn’t understand or can explain why they follow certain rites; they just do them. As 

Watson (1988: 4) explained, “in fact, the ritual aspect was so important that the belief of 

                                                
78 Lin, 1986, p. 50. 
79 Li, 2010, n.d. 
80 Mourtus, 2002, n.d. 
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the individuals about death or afterlife had no significant implications as long as the 

ritual form was done properly.”81  

 

2.2.7 The Ancestral Tablets  

 

Another fundamental part of death rituals in Taiwan is related to the ancestral tablets. As 

Caltonhill (2002: 21) pointed out that “the focus of ancestral worship is usually the spirit 

tablet (祖先牌位) which is located on the family altar in the home or local clan shrine. It 

is usually a small piece of wood inscribed with the name or names of family 

ancestors.”82 However, he extended that it is not sufficient to merely to add the name of 

the newly deceased family member to the family tablet, a correct ritual must be followed 

which includes the exorcising of the spirit and dotting the zhu, or doing zhu ceremony.  

 

For Lin (1985: 100) it is the spiritual continuation and immortality of the family:  

 

Taiwanese people accept Confucius’ principle of family immortality by working 

through the practice of bringing family honors to a greater height of development 

and the practice of death rituals. To this end, the name of the departed parent is to 

be inscribed on the ancestral tablet and to be served regularly by the living 

family members.83 

 

Watson (1987: 13) also mentioned this element as one of the important components that 

standardized rites in China. He stated that:  

All deceased Chinese, save those who died as infants or as wandering strangers, 

had to have a written tablet to serve as a repository for one aspect of their soul. 

The finished tablet of most married people is installed in the domestic altar of the 

deceased’s household (tables in ancestral halls) outside the home, were not an 

essential part of the rites … Unmarried women are not considered to be members 

                                                
81 Watson, 1988, pp. 3-19.  
82 Caltonhill, 2002, p. 21. 
83 Lin, 1986, p. 100. 
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of the family, thus sometimes had their tablets placed in temples or institutions 

that provide such services for a fee. 84 

 

2.2.8  Don’t Talk about Death 

For most societies, but especially those with Chinese roots, talking about death, is a 

taboo. Taiwan is not an exception.  As Chow and Chan (2007: 1) emphasized in their 

book, Chinese people believe that talking about death will increase the likelihood of 

occurrence. “By talking about death, evil spirits will be attracted to haunt people … as 

death is seen as a curse in the Chinese culture.”85  

 

Nevertheless even the word death (死) in Chinese has to be avoided, as well as any word 

that is related to the sound of the word death [sǐ] in Chinese. Chow & Chan (2007: 2) 

pointed out that for Chinese “even the thought of the word “death” will bring you bad 

luck.”86   

 

The similarity of the sound of number four in Chinese, gives a classic example. Number 

four (四) which in Chinese is pronounced [sì, in first tone] has almost the same 

pronunciation as death, that it is pronounced [sǐ, in third tone], the only difference is the 

tone. Consequently this number is always avoided, particularly in phone numbers 

[expect for ‘uninformed’ foreigners like the author]87 license plates, building floors and 

addresses.88 While house addresses in Taiwan do contain fours, the rent charged for it is 

usually less; Chow & Chan (2007: 3) mentioned that also in Hong Kong “flats on fourth 

and fourteenth and subsequent floors ending in four buildings in Hong Kong, usually 

cost less.” Taiwanese people have the same behavior, fourth floor apartments are more 

difficult to rent or sell, and they typically rented by foreigners. Many hospitals, hotels 

                                                
84 Watson, 1987, pp. 13-14.  
85 Chow & Chan, 2007, p. 1. 
86 Chow & Chan, 2007, p. 2. 
87 When arrived in Taiwan in 2001, she chose a phone number that included 3 fours in a row: [09XXXX4443]. Every 
time the number was pronounce in Chinese, she noted that there was something wrong because Taiwanese people 
looked at her with terrorized faces; other times with shy laughs to hear the bizarre phone number that will be chosen 
for sure, only by ‘uninformed’ foreigner.  
88 Mack, Lauren. (n.d.). Chinese Taboo. China News: About China. Retrieved May 4, 2014; from 
http://chineseculture.about.com/od/chinesefestivals/a/Chinese-Taboo.htm 
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and building also “erase” the fourth floor completely, passing from third to fifth directly, 

even in 2014. (Figure 4). 

 

 
Figure 4: Hospitals in Taiwan avoid the number four in their buildings. 
Notice there is not 4th floor indicated.  Photo was taking in Tzu Chi 
Buddhist Hospital, in Xindian, New Taipei City.  

 

Consequently, if Taiwanese cannot even pronounce the word for death, then talking 

about the death of a loved one with a person outside the family could be seen against 

Taiwanese ‘etiquette’ or good manners. As Chow and Chan (2007: 2) observed, there is a 

kind of denial about death: 

 

Disclosure of grief to non-family members might be perceived as inappropriate. 

Chinese family members are very close to each other. Discussing family matters 

in public would be disloyal to the family. Survivor should just say good things 

about the deceased family member.89 

 

In Taiwan, there are plenty sayings about this issue, such as: “A family’s ugliness 

[misfortune] should never be publicly aired” (家醜不可外揚); “Keep your broken arm 

                                                
89 Chow & Chan, 2007, p. 2. 
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inside your sleeve” (保持你的袖子里你的手臂骨折 ); “Disaster emanates from a 

careless talk” (祸从口出); all sayings are advising Taiwanese to behave in certain way. 

 

As some of the interviewees expressed that it is not polite for them to share the ‘burden’ 

of death with others, and traditionally is not viewed well by their society to do so. On 

the other hand, most of them affirmed that even if they want to tell or express their pain, 

they don't know how to do it.  

 

Chow & Chan (2007: 2) remarked that “Chinese people are known for their inability to 

articulate their feelings and for commonly resorting to somatization in times of stress 

and emotional difficulties.”90  They explained that grief and bereavement is even harder 

to express than feelings because as was mentioned before, death in Chinese terms is 

considered as damnation for the family who experience it. “The intensity of the loss, 

pain, guilt and shame can be so acute that Chinese bereaved persons are unable to put 

their feelings into words.” Chow & Chan (2007: 2) One of the participants in the in-

depth interviews, Tanya Lu, affirmed “in a moment of death, my mom lost her words, 

and was not able to talk about the dead of my aunty until months later.”91 

 

The essence of the ‘silence’ behind their behavior facing death can be associated to 

humbleness inside the idea of filial piety (a good son who will do what he was ordered 

to do) or to the concept of losing face, that for the Taiwanese has great importance and 

great meaning.  

 

 

2.2.9  Losing Face, Hide your Emotions  

 
The concept of face for Asian and mainly in Chinese societies is extremely important. 

The definition used by Ho (1976: 883), describes the complexity of how Chinese, and 

therefore Taiwanese experience it: 

Face is the respectability and/or deference which a person can claim for himself 
                                                
90 Chow & Chan, 2007, p. 2. 
91 T. Lu; Student NTCU, personal communication; October 12, 2012. Muzha, Taipei.  
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from others, by virtue of the relative position he occupies in his social network 

and the degree to which he is judge to have functioned adequately in that 

position as well as acceptably in his general conduct; the face extended to a 

person by others is a functional of the degree od congruence between judgments 

of his total condition in life, including his actions as well as those of people 

closely associated with him, and the social expectations the others have placed 

upon him.92 (Ho, 1976: 883 cited in Chang & Holt, 1994: 95) 

As Dong and Lee (2007: 1) remarked: 

In fact, many Chinese are so sensitive to saving/losing face that they consider it a 

very serious matter. Giving face to others is widely held and the giver tends to 

expect reciprocity from the receiver. It indicates why the Chinese four-character 

idiom li shang wang lai  [Rite/Respect is reciprocal].93  

Therefore, the death of a family member could be seen as a temporary period when 

someone loses face, because it is a time where the family as well as the individual are 

vulnerable; and it is assumed that they will need the support of the society to resolve this 

issue. 

As Marielos Hernandez, Clinical Psychologist, specialist in terminal illness, death and 

mourning process from Costa Rica, explained,  

When a close person dies, you are vulnerable. In Latin American it is common to 

show emotions and feelings, no only when someone dies; so, when a death 

occurs it is expected that the family and other people who have sentimental 

attachments with the deceased will manifest emotions such as crying. However, 

showing emotions in public for certain societies can be seen as weakness [losing 

face], because you indicate with your behavior that you are not strong, that you 

                                                
92 Chang, Hui-Ching and Holt, Richard G. (1994). A Chinese Perspective on Face as Inter-relational Concern.  In 
Ting-Toomey, Stella (Ed.) The Challenge of Facework: Cross- Cultural and Interpersonal Issues. Albany: State 
University of New York. (pp. 95-132). Retrieved July 3, 2014; from 
http://www2.comm.niu.edu/faculty/rholt/eocg/LLRCVeditedFace.pdf 
93 Dong, Qiumin and Lee, Yu-Feng L. (2007). The Chinese Concept of Face: a Perspective for Business 
Communicators. Journal of Business & Society. Vol. 20, Iss, (pp. 204-216). Retrieved July 3, 2014; from 
http://www.swdsi.org/swdsi07/2007_proceedings/papers/401.pdf 
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need help and this means that you are weak in front of others.94 

Joseph Campos’ (cited in Santrock 2010: 346) defined emotion as the “feeling, or 

affect, that occurs when a person is engaged in an interaction that is important to 

him or her, especially to his or her well-being.”95  

Death always brings emotions to those who lose a loved one. Santrock (2010: 245) 

stated that “emotion is characterized by behavior that reflects (expresses) the 

pleasantness or unpleasantness of the state individuals are in, or the transactions they are 

experiencing.” These emotions, he detailed, are influenced by biological foundations 

and experience but they display rules of where, when, how they should be expressed are 

not culturally universal.  

To refrain or express emotions it said to be a pattern learnt in childhood. “Researchers 

have found that East Asian infants display less frequent and less intense positive and 

negative emotions than non-Latino White infants.”96 (Camras et al., 1998; Cole & Tan, 

2007 quoted in Santrock 2010: 247). The author also mentioned that “Throughout 

childhood, East Asian parents encourage their children to show emotional reserve rather 

than emotional expressivity.” 97 (Chen & others, 1998; Cole & Tan, 2007 quoted by 

Santrock 2010: 247). 

As a learning behavior, Taiwanese learn how to save face when they act as directed by 

their society. During mourning and funerals people are recommended “to be strong; men 

doesn't cry and behaves to make proud their parents, relatives or love ones.”98 Avoiding 

expressions of emotion could be a direct link to saving face. 

For some foreigners, the lack of emotional display is a cultural shock, as Mourtus (2010) 

described: 

 

                                                
94 M. Hernandez, personal communication, February 20, 2014.  San Jose, Costa Rica. 
95 Santrock, John W. (2010). Chapter 10: Emotional Development: Exploring Emotion. In Life-Span Development. 
McGraw-Hill. Retrieved May 20, 2014; from http://highered.mcgraw-
hill.com/sites/dl/free/0073382647/568281/santrock4e_sample_ch10.pdf 
96 Santrock, 2010, p. 247. 
97 Santrock, 2010, p. 247. 
98 C. Huang, personal communication, March 30, 2014. Chungshiao East Road, Taipei. 
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It is unbelievable that in such a civilization the expression of love is so rare. It is 

considered to be very bad, even rude, to say, “I love you” ... Chinese people don't 

dare express their emotions. Even marriage here is understood more as a 

fulfillment of a requirement, as obedience to parents, a financial agreement or a 

means of survival.99 

As Chow and Chan (2006: 2) pointed out Chinese people are known for their inability to 

articulate their feelings and for commonly resorting to somatization in times of stress 

and emotional difficulties. Chen Wen-Ling, professor of social anthropology (2014) 

described, “Taiwanese society as a culture based on practicality, Taiwanese don't go to 

extremes, they like to be in middle, and expressing personal feelings might see as losing-

face.”100  

If it is looked at in this way, then one ‘tactic’ to not be exposed and consequently loosing 

face is to be hermitical and not disclose the family problems with anyone. There are also 

some religions that suggest to those who experience death, not to cry or to show 

emotions at least for the first 49 days after the event, as it is believed that the soul of the 

person can become stuck between worlds because of their attachments or bounds with 

their love ones. 

In her article, Injury or Grief? (傷或不哀傷？) Wang (2006: 95) explained that “from 

the aspect of the Pure-Land sect of Chinese Buddhism, no grief could be expressed 

during the 49 days after the death.”101 This is a common convention repeated in Taiwan 

and most of the participants in the in-depth interviews reaffirm this data.  

 

For the other side, this silence that precedes death, could now be seen from another 

perspective. As it was mentioned before, that death is perceived by Chinese societies as 

a kind of pollution, therefore if I don't talk about it, then no one will know, so I can keep 

my “clean” position and I don't loose my face in front of others. 

                                                
99 Mourtus, 2010, n.d. 
100 Wen-Ling Chen, professor of social anthropology, National Chengchi University; personal communication; June 
15, 2014.  Muzha, Taipei County. 
101 Wang, Chun Chuan. (2006). An Exploration of the Encounter of Grief Therapy and Taiwan’s Mourning  Rituals  
and  Religious: Injury  or  Grief?  (傷或不哀傷?) National Dong Hwa University. (p. 95). Retrieved April 2013; from 
http://nhuir.nhu.edu.tw/bitstream/987654321/5355/1/4032000303.pdf 
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 Another possibility of perceiving death as a door to loosing face is because in the past, 

when a death happened, it was a customary to send a white envelope which means that 

this family of the deceased needs some money to cover the expenses of the funeral. 

When some Taiwanese participants were asked about this, they said that they feel 

uncomfortable to receive any help form others whether they need it or not. Juana Lee, 

(personal communication, April 16, 2012) explained that she didn't want any help or the 

pity of their relatives.  “I don't want to bother any one, I don't want their money; so I 

prefer to not tell them only after the funeral is finish and everything has passed.”102  

 

2.3 Important Elements of Taiwanese Belief System 

2.3.1 The Soul 

 
As Durkheim (1912) stresses the concept of the soul is as old as humanity itself, and for 

the Chinese religious systems, the soul it is a crucial part of the person.  

 

Caltonhill (2002: 65) wrote that:  

 

Traditional Chinese ideas regarding the afterlife originate in the beliefs that 

human beings have soul, which lives inside the body in the yang (陽) realm 

while a person is alive and goes to a yin (陰) realm after the person dies.103 

 

Jordan (1974: 33-34) and De Groot (1901) elaborated extensively about this topic, and 

this briefly summarized below helps to explain the complexity of this subject:  

 

A man’s body lives by virtue of its animation by two or more souls … one soul is 

the pò (魄) which is a lower soul associated with the earth, with femaleness, with 

darkness and in general with the things yin (陰). This soul is necessary for life, 

but unimportant for the greater scheme of things … The other, is describe as an 

                                                
102 J. Lee, personal communication; April 16, 2012. Chungshiao East Road, Taipei. 
103 Caltonhill, 2002, p. 65. 
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ethereal soul related to maleness, celestial realms and brightness is the linghún 

(靈魂) and it is related to the yang (陽). The linghún is of immortal stuff.104 

 

When one dies, “the hún will returns to heaven, meanwhile the body and the pò will 

return to the Earth.” (De Groot, 1971: 5). De Groot also clarifies that there is a 

distinction between woman’s soul and man’s soul. Under this concept, for Taiwanese the 

soul never dies, that’s why it is so important for them to perform good mortuary and 

funeral ceremonies, because as Tong (2005: 19) says “these ceremonies are the first step 

in the transformation of parents into ancestor spirits.”105 

 

Confucius reinforces this idea, with the maxim that “Sacrifice to the dead as if they are 

present … Sacrifice to the spirits as if the spirits were present.” (Lin, 1985: 76). 

 

Caltonhill (2002: 65) also highlighted that these ‘sacrifices’ are necessary for the souls 

of the deceased: 

 

Even in the netherworld the soul needs food, clothing, housing, transportation 

and other necessities of daily life. Ideally, these are provided on a regular basis 

by the surviving descendants of the deceased.106  

 

These ‘sacrifices’ are very important because as Jordan (1974: 32) describes, “the 

linghún [soul] continue life in the world of shades, a ghostly sphere, invisible to mortals, 

yet interpenetrating the world of the living in time and space.” He further explained that 

if the deceased has no descendants to provide him/ her with offerings, the deceased 

would become a pitiable creature that will attack human beings to gain direct fulfillment 

of his/her needs or to win attention.107 When a linghún becomes vicious, it changes 

category and converts to a ghost [鬼 guǐ in Chinese], this is something that worries a lot 

of Taiwanese.  

 

                                                
104 Jordan, 1972, pp. 31-32. 
105 Tong, 2004, p. 19. 
106 Caltonhill, 2002, p. 65. 
107 Ideas taken from Jordan, 1972, p. 32. 
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2.3.2  Ghosts 

 
There is plenty of information about superstitions and beliefs related to ghosts in Taiwan 

that a separate thesis could be written about it alone. Aforementioned, even though 

Taiwanese said of themselves that they are people of half belief, when the conversation 

subject is about ghosts almost everyone has something to say. 

 

As mentioned before, there are many kinds of ghosts and many reasons why someone 

could become one. Taiwanese people worry about them and as Mourtos (2010 n. p.) 

described, ghosts are “people who died violently, people whose relatives didn't offer 

them the proper sacrifices … Those who were buried on the wrong date or whose grave 

is wrongly oriented or upsetting to several devils, out of the many, of the Chinese 

pantheon.”108 

 

The Universal Salvation, better known in Taiwan as the ghost month, is a celebration 

that occurs in the seventh month of the lunar calendar and it is a very important time for 

Taiwanese. The so-called ghost month it is a period when all the ghosts enjoy a 

temporary release from the underworld. For the complete month they are free to do, eat 

and play tricks in any way that they want.  

 

In Taiwan it is well observed and many local temples hire Buddhist or Taoist priests to 

lead ceremonies to feed and calm the starving souls.109  The first, the fifteen and the last 

day of the ghost month are the most important dates, such as a celebration shown in 

Figure 5, note that the offerings and incense are uniformly placed correctly in each 

position.  

 

                                                
108 Mourtus, 2002, n.d. 
109 Ideas taken from Weller, Robert P. (1985) Bandits, Beggars, and Ghosts: The Failure of State Control over 
Religious Interpretation in Taiwan. American Ethnologist. (p. 47). Vol. 12, No. 1 Feb., 1985.  
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Figure 5: In Taiwan is common that at the end of the ghost month the 
local temples make a big celebration to observe the closing of the door of 
the underworld, at the end of the month, This picture was taken in a 
temple in Yong-he, New Taipei City during this celebration in 2012. 

 

In general, Taiwanese are open to talk about stories of these hungry ghosts but never 

during the ghost month. During this time, there are many things that Taiwanese people 

should not do and they repeatedly say things such as do not say the word ‘ghost’ instead 

call them good brother and some times they will just gesture with their fingers to refer or 

to explain that some one has died or is dead.  

 

Vera Chen, one of the in-depth interview informants explained some typical sayings:  

 

Do not go to swim in the ocean or rivers; do not do laundry or hang clothes in the 

evening [ghost will put on your clothes, and because is humid it’s easy to attract 

them and be controlled by them;] do not whistle at night because a ghost can 

stick to you; don't move house or buy a car; do not say the word ghost; do not 

buy any new dolls or statues; do not go where is too many people; do not pat 

people’s shoulders; do not buy bananas, plums and pears for the ghosts at the 

same time; and so on. 
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Nonetheless, Taiwanese can be open to talk about the death of others, or protect 

themselves from a hungry ghost, but when the topic is related to the death of one of their 

close relatives then it becomes hard for them to talk about it too openly. 

 

2.3.4 Offerings for the Ancestors and Ghosts 

 
One of the most common mistakes that foreigners make upon arrival in Taiwan, it is to 

put their garbage in a red container sitting on the side on the street. This container is not 

a garbage bin; instead it is a paper burner that is use normally on the first and the fifteen-

day of the lunar calendar to burn offerings to the local ghost or ancestors.  

 

It is not certain how the tradition of burning offerings started but Blake (2011: 64) 

mentioned that this custom started by Confucius and his Book of Rites (Liji, 禮), he 

explained: 

 

Many people in China burn paper effigies of things to send to the world of 

spirits. The paper effigies are often accompanied with burning sticks of incense 

and offerings of real food, although an offering may be composed of any one of 

these three items or any combination of the three. The ostensible purpose is to 

circulate wordily goods on a cosmic level in order to include beings, spiritual 

beings, who reside outside the mundane world of the here-and now. These 

offerings are especially important in funerals and the major ghost festivals.” 110 

(Blake, 2011: 9).  

 

Tong (2004: 46) and Jordan (1975: 37) both write that is very important for Chinese to 

provide offerings for the deceased, in particular, Jordan said: 

 

Their existence can be comfortable if they are well provided by their descendants 

with food offerings, clothing, housing, and above all with money [ghost money 

                                                
110 Blake, C. Fred. (2011). Burning Money: The Material Spirit of the Chinese Lifeworld.  (p. 9). Honolulu: University 
of Hawai’i Press.   



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

47 
 

47 

[牂千 pronounce in Chinese as zang quian] … papers folded to represent silver 

and gold ingots, or printed to imitate paper money, and paper houses of 

enormous complexity are all to be had in any Taiwanese town to be burned and 

thus communicate to the shades of the deceased.111 

 

Nowadays there are paper replicas of almost everything, even KTV rooms but especially 

money. “Money as a symbolic element often takes the form of the ‘spirit money’, which 

is transmitted through burning to gods, ghosts, and ancestors.”112   

 

Even though some environmental organizations and the Taiwanese government are 

calling on the public to promote the idea of avoiding burning paper offerings to protect 

the environment, it is still a widely practiced custom in Taiwan.113  As Blake recognized 

it for the Chinese society, the tradition burning paper money and replicas “is embedded 

in the matter-of-fact world of many Chinese  and it is not a superstition but merely a way 

to show respect.114  “The act of burning a thing to ash in order to end one’s remorse is a 

common, expiatory act in Chinese beliefs” (Blake, 2011: 57) “Chinese believe that 

burning something helps to purge deep-seated feeling of regret.” (Blake, 2011: 37). 

 

2.3.5  Seven, 49 and 100 days  

 
Numbers are extremely important for funerary rituals in Taiwan. Having the correct 

rituals on the ‘correct’ day is particularly important. Number seven for example, is 

considered as a very significant number for Taiwanese when they are dealing with death 

rituals. As F. L. Shih (2010: 124) explained “every act of ancestral death ritual is 

conducted in accordance with prescriptions systemized as the correct action (li禮) by 

Confucian scholars and later revised by neo-Confucians.”115 

 

                                                
111 Jordan, 1972, pp. 32-33. 
112 Gates, Hill. (1987). Money for the Gods. Modern China: Vol. 13 No. 3. July. (p. 267). Central Michigan University: 
Sage Publications, Inc. 
113 Ideas taken from Radio Taiwan International Home page: Stop burning ghost money. Retrieved on May 2014, from 
http://blog.rti.org.tw/english/2012/08/28/its-not-good-for-the-environment/. 
114 Ideas taken from Blake, 2011, pp.18-57. 
115 Shih, Fang-Long. (2010). Chinese “Bad Death”. Practices in Taiwan: Maidens and modernity. Mortality, Vol. 15. 
No. 2, May 2010. (pp. 122-138). London: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group.   
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After the death, they should offer sacrifices and prayers to the spirit of the deceased 

every seven days. Taiwanese take seven days, as one phase of the mourning period, there 

are seven phases making a total of 49 days beginning from the date of death; however, 

the first seven days are the most crucial. “It is during this period that the prayers of the 

mourners are believed to help the deceased during the post-death transformation and 

awaken their spirit to the true nature of death.”116 

 

Before the funeral ceremony is held, there are two main traditions for the funeral 

ceremony, the first one traditionally lasts over 49 days. During this time prayers are said 

every seven days for 49 days, if the family can afford it. If the family cannot meet the 

costs then the period may be shortened to three to seven days. The head of the family 

should be present for the first prayers and the burial or the cremation. In the second 

tradition, the prayer ceremony is held every ten days. The initial ceremony and three 

succeeding ceremonies are in periods of ten days until the final burial or cremation.117 

 

In Taiwan, some people keep performing the rituals until 100 days had passed. Shih 

(2010, p. 124) pointed out that “the correct ‘good death’ practices normally ends in a 

ritual called gap-lo, which marks a symbolical ‘one year’’ [this year sometimes it is less 

than a conventional year]. After the gap-lo ritual “the newly dead person is provided 

with a new status as a fully-fledged ancestor, a permanent ‘home’ on an ancestral altar of 

the family house and a ‘connection’ with a family lineage in the living world.”118  

 

Shih (2010, p. 124) explains that “their death ritual is conducted principally to transform 

the discontinuity of their biological death into social continuity in such a way that they 

become ancestors; in other words, to transform ‘the corpse into an ancestor.’”  

 

2.3.6  The Yellow Calendar or Yellow Book 

 
The Yellow Calendar or Yellow Book is a kind of instrument based on the moon calendar 

                                                
116 Buddhism Mourning Rituals. (2001). Retrieved April 13, 2014; from 
http://www.beliefnet.com/Wellness/Health/Health-Support/Grief-and-Loss/2001/05/Transition-Rituals.aspx 
117 Buddhanet: Personal Ceremonies: Marriage/Funeral Rites. (n.d.). Funeral. Retrieved April 11, 2014; from 
http://www.buddhanet.net/funeral.htm 
118 Shih, 2010, p. 110. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

49 
 

49 

to prognostic fortune used broadly in Taiwan. People will use it for advice any time they 

need to make a decision such as moving house, changing jobs, travel, make an 

investment, and the two most important: for marriages and funerals. There is very little 

information about this book and how to use it in English, but it’s use is still ongoing and 

very popular. As Ravona Hsi, Customer Service assistant at Funerary Home in Minquan 

East Road (台北市立第一殯) explained, “there is no funeral date without the help and 

consulting of the Yellow Book.”119  

 

This book is so popular that for Chinese Lunar year many places like banks, insurance 

companies and even Politicians will give away as gifts with their logos or even pictures.  

 
 

 
 

 
Figure 6: Taiwanese people check on the Yellow Calendar or Yellow 
Book, which offers advice about the best days to celebrate weddings, 
move house, change jobs, and the most important to bury their dead. 
 

 
 
 

                                                
119 R. Hsi, Customer Service Assistant at Funerary Home (台北市立第一殯儀館); personal communication 
November 3, 2012. Minquan East Road, Zhongshan District, Taipei.  
 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

50 
 

50 

 
 
2.3.7 The Role of the Son  
 
 
As is well known, Chinese is a patriarchal culture, where the son has an important role 

for the continuity of the family name, for worshipping ancestors and most importantly, 

his primordial role in the funeral ceremony. Investigation of this topic will be not be 

extensive, because there is much research about this, however it is important to 

appreciate the function of the son related to death. 

Aforementioned, Lin (1985: 52-53) affirmed, besides the continuation of the family, 

one’s birth is also considered as the rebirth of the parents. 

 

Confucius’s main concern about filial piety was based on the continuation of the 

family life, which comes true through the birth of a child ... and makes possible 

family immortality ... to have a son is regarded as the greatest act of filial piety to 

the family.120 

 

It will take singular account, as Ko (2012 n.d.) pointed out, the special role of the first 

son and male children “in Chinese traditional concepts, only a son can make efforts to 

the family.”121 This concept is explained in The Five Cardinal Relationships for Chinese 

society pointing out also how the ancestral lineage is carried on the first son or male 

son’s shoulders. Tong (2004: 10) explained, “Descent is the most important of a range of 

factors that create an obligation to worship the dead.”122 

 

Besides the funerary rituals, the first son has an important and predominant roll to fulfill 

‘successfully’ the rituals of their father. In the case that the deceased doesn’t have a son, 

Mourtus (2010 n.d.) explicated that if doesn't have a son, he must find and ‘adopt’ a boy 

“because only male children have the right to bury you.”  

                                                
120 Lin, 1985, pp. 51-53. 
121 Ko, Nai-Hai. (2012). Familism in Confucianism. Shu-Te University, Taiwan. Retrieved April 3, 2013; from 
http://wgc.womensglobalconnection.org/pdf/11naihuako.pdf  
122 Tong, 2004, p. 10. 
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2.3.8  Good Deaths and Bad Deaths  
 
 
The concept of good and bad death is challenging to explain to a non-Chinese person. 

“In Western culture the death of any person is a death. There is no ‘good’ death or ‘bad’ 

death as the Chinese people see it. The cause of the death can be ‘tragic’ if is a young 

person the one who dies or if the death happens in an accident,”123 explained Marielos 

Hernandez, (personal communication 24 May, 2014), a Clinical Psychologist, and 

specialist in terminal illness, death and mourning process from Costa Rica. Conversely, 

for Chinese and Taiwanese people, there are two kinds of death: Good deaths and bad 

deaths. The definition of each of them as Tong (2004: 11); Tan (1973: 23) explained, 

depends of a series of elements, such as age, cause of the death, if was natural or if was 

an accident of any kind; and even the gender and the marital status are taken into 

account.124 

 

Good deaths are those when an old person die of natural causes. Shih (2010: 124) 

explains, “When people ancestor-to-be die, their deaths are defined as good deaths.”125 

In Taiwan, they believe that people should die in their home. Dying in a hospital is not a 

good death, so as Tan (2007: 195) described, patients who are about to die will be sent 

home to take their last breath … and if the patient is too weak to breath by themselves, 

or have already stopped to breathing, a life support machine will be employed to sustain 

their breath until their bodies are at home. 

 

According to the local belief, those persons who die a ‘good death’, either by natural 

way or outside human control, will become ancestors. In order to lead the soul of the 

deceased to rest in the land of the ancestors, a series of death rituals have to be carried 

out according to local customs.  

 

                                                
123  M. Hernandez, Clinical Psychologist; personal communication, February 20, 2014.  San Jose, Costa Rica. 
124 Ideas taken form Tong, 2004, p. 11; Tan, Chang-Kwo. (2003). Tradition and Christianity: Controversial Funerals 
and Concepts of the Person among the Paiwan, Taiwan.  Oceania. (p. 23). Mar 2003; 73-3; Academic Research 
Library. 
125 Shih, 2010, p. 124. 
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Bad deaths, Shih explains (2010: 125) occur when people die at the wrong time and in 

the wrong place and for this reason will be excluded or ignored by their socio-family 

groups.126  Tan (1973: 23) described the bad deaths into two categories, death in the road 

(by car or motorbike accidents); falling from a tree; drowning; being bitten by a poison 

snake or animal; or being struck by rocks. “The worst forms of ‘bad death’ include: 

suicide, the death of the victim of manslaughter or murder; the death of a murderer, 

death in pregnancy or childbirth, so called death of sin.”127 (Tan 1973: 195, cited Tang 

1973: 21-28).  

 

People believe that those who have had a bad death will inevitably become ghost and 

malicious spirits. In traditional villages in Taiwan, Tan (2003: 195) clarified that the 

local shaman would refuse to perform funeral sacrifices fearing misfortunes will fall 

upon themselves.  

 

Knowing the reason of the death, it is a requisite before any arrangement for funeral, 

explained Ravona Hsi (personal communication, November 3, 2012), Customer Service 

Assistant at a Funerary Home in Taipei (台北市立第一殯儀館). She explained that the 

Funeral Director needs to know details of the deceased, such as age, marital status, and 

mainly the cause of the death, before proceed with any arrangement for his or her 

funeral.128  

 

Funerary forms might vary significantly according to the cause of death. As was 

mentioned earlier, if the person is not married then some special arrangements have to 

be done, such as ‘adopting a child’ if you are men, or the family may need to arrange a 

‘ghost marriage’ in the case where the deceased is a single woman. Tanya Lu, one of the 

interviewee recalled this history from southern Taiwan:  

 

                                                
126 Shih, 2010, p. 125. 
127 Tan, 2003, p. 195. 
128 R. Hsi, Customer Service Assistant at Funerary Home (台北市立第一殯儀館); personal communication; 
November 3, 2012. Minquan East Road, Zhongshan District, Taipei. 
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My husband knows a person in his village that was forced to marry a woman’s 

ghost. A young girl died and her parents, as it was used before, threw an 

envelope filled with money onto the street. The first man that picked up the 

envelope under this tradition, who was a friend of my husband, had to marry her 

ghost and so, he did.129  

Mourtus (2010 n.d.) also recalled this subject in his article: “If you are an unmarried 

woman and you die, then a wedding, involving your ghost, takes place. They throw 

money into the street and the first male person who picks it up is obliged to marry the 

ghost in a proper wedding ceremony.”130   

This ceremony has to be done, as Caltonhill (2002: 20) explained because an unmarried 

woman presents a particular problem women’s spirits can only to be worshiped if they 

have been married.”131    

 

 2.4 Official Regulations About Religion and Death in ROC 
 
 
Taiwan, the Republic of China (ROC) is a unique country with a blend of religious 

beliefs and an amazing combination of religious traditions permitted by law.  

There is no official religion on the island; however Article 13 of the Republic of China 

Constitution states that: “The people shall have freedom of religious belief.” 132 

“Following the lifting of martial law in 1987, more religious groups were allowed to 

congregate,”133 and thanks to the Article 13 Taiwan’s citizens enjoy complete freedom to 

practice any kind of religion or belief system of their choosing.  

                                                
129 T. Lu, Student NTCU; personal communication; October 12, 2012; April 28, 2014. Muzha, Taipei. 
130 Mourtus, 2002, n. p. 
131 Caltonhill, 2002, p. 20. 
132 Constitution of the Republic of China (Taiwan). Chapter I. General Provisions Article 13. Retrieved September 12, 
2012; from http://english.president.gov.tw/Default.aspx?tabid=1107 
133 Executive Yuan. About the ROC: 20. Religion. (p.262). Retrieved September 15, 2012; from 
http://www.ey.gov.tw/en/Upload/WebArchive/3879/Religion.pdf 
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According to the Ministry of the Interior in 2010, 1.816 religious and social associations 

were registered in Taiwan;134 the main registered groups are shown as below:  

Table 1: Main Register Religious Groups 

 

There are no official religious holidays under the Taiwanese’s law. However, there are 

some festivities linked to religion such as the Tomb Sweeping Day or QingMing Festival 

(清明節) usually celebrated between April 4 to 6 of the Gregorian calendar; [4-4 or in 

                                                
134 Ibid., p. 262. 
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Chinese 四四 double death, number that is related directly to death as it was explain 

before]; the ghost month, celebrated in the seventh month of the Lunar Calendar; and 

Confucian’s day or Teacher’s day is commemorated on September 28.  

 

All of these celebrations also reflect some kind of ritual being observed and conducted. 

It is also relevant to mention that on every first and fifteenth day of each month of the 

lunar calendar, Taiwanese people pray outside their shops, offices and even outside their 

house. Additionally, on important days such as birthday or anniversary of any deities, 

people will visit temples or pray at home.  

 

2.4.1 Legal Bereavement Leave 

In Taiwan, society has formalized laws to provide suitable bereavement leave for the 

employees to allow them to properly mourn the death of their loves ones. This confirms 

that for a long time Taiwanese people have attached significant importance to death and 

bereavement whereas in other countries, such as the United States there was no 

requirement for bereavement leave in private companies until as late as January 2014, 

when Oregon was the first state to introduce such legislation. “Effective Jan. 1, 2014, 

Oregon will become the first state to require certain private-sector employers to provide 

bereavement leave to their covered employees.”135 In Costa Rica, the country where the 

author of this paper was born, there is no law or regulation instituted by the government 

or any of their Ministries that states leave for the reason of bereavement. In Costa Rica’s 

case, workers are dependent on the internal regulation of the company and this is not 

negotiable.  

Contrastingly, when the death of a family member happens in Taiwan, the law is very 

specific and allows the employee to take a certain number of days off work with paid 

leave and without hesitation. The number of days off work depends of the relationship to 

                                                
135 Society For Human Resources Management. Leave Policy: Bereavement Leave for Immediate Family and Others – 
Retrieved July 8, 2014; from 
http://www.shrm.org/templatestools/samples/policies/pages/cms_006397.aspx#sthash.doq9wWq4.dpuf 
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the deceased, and also of where the person works.  

Liana Lang, government worker  (personal communication, June 10, 2014) explained in 

the in-depth interview that for government officials the regulations are very flexible they 

granted 15 days for the death of your spouse or parents, ten days for a child or your 

spouse’s parents and five days for grandparents. “There are a lot of things that we need 

to do and take care of; it is a long process and it is complex, nothing you can coordinate 

in one or two days,” Lang explained.   

Tanya Lu, (personal communication October 12, 2012) also interviewed, remembered 

that about 20 years ago, the government gave about a month off and also some economic 

support [money] to the person who lost a family member or to the family of the 

deceased. “Before they gave a lot of days off and also money; maybe because before 

Taiwan was a poor country and they need support to make the funeral. Now there are 

new regulations and that policy change as well,” she cited.  

 

In Taiwan the law is very specific, and in the Article 3 of the Regulations of Leave-

Taking of Workers of the Ministry of Labor  (勞動部 ) states that:  

Funeral leave of a worker shall be given according to the following stipulations: 

 

1. On the death of parent, foster-parent, stepparent, spouse, a worker shall be 

entitled to eight days of funeral leave with pay; 

2. On the death of grand-parent, son or daughter, parent of spouse, foster-parent 

or step-parent of spouse, a worker shall be entitled to six days of funeral leave 

with pay; 

3. On the death of great-grandparent, brother or sister, grandparent of spouse, a 

worker shall be entitled to three days of funeral leave with pay.136 

Article 7 of the same government regulation also states that in addition to taking annual 

leave and bereavement leave stipulated in the law, employees have the right to take two 

                                                
136 Ministry of Labor. Law & Regulations Database off the Republic of China. Regulations of Leave-Taking of 
Workers. Retrieved June, 14, 2014; from http://law.moj.gov.tw/Eng/LawClass/LawAll.aspx?PCode=N0030006 
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weeks additional personal leave (with no pay) without explanation or justification to 

management. It was mentioned for Liang, in the in-depth interview that when a death 

occurs employers are normally very understanding and do not required further 

explanations.  

 

Chapter 3  
Study Case and Participants  
 

This chapter gives a description of the recollection of the events following Eric’s death 

from the perspective of the author’s foreign point of view. In the second part of this 

chapter, the in depth-interviews will expose the points of view of Eric’s Taiwanese 

classmates and how they experienced and reacted to the same event. Added to this is 

some other valuable information from the participants that has no relation with Eric or 

Eric’s death, but their contributions give a perspective that helps to facilitate a better 

understanding of Taiwanese society as a whole.  

 
3. Who Eric Chang was 
 

Eric Chang worked as a business journalist for a very prestigious magazine in Taiwan. 

He was the only child in his family, and he was single. His father was a taxi driver and 

his mother is a housewife. He was a middle class family child who had a very good 

talent for languages; he spoke fluent Chinese, English, Japanese, and Spanish. The love 

for learning languages was the reason why he and the author (teacher) met, as she was 

his Spanish teacher for more than five years.  

 

Every Saturday he was on time for the class. He was a very good student; he dedicated 

time to study and he submitted all the assignments on time, or at least before the next 

class started. He took everything seriously and was a very good example for others. 

  

Eric was well known for his snooping questions during class time and for his strong 
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opinions. He enjoyed talking about love; passion and he loved to sing romantic songs in 

any language. He loved to travel, take pictures and share his experiences with others. He 

was very friendly and had a hilarious and an off-center kind of humor.  

 

He liked to know what was going on with everything, so often he was selected as 

coordinator of activities, as well, he was always the organizer for the Spanish class. The 

Saturday Spanish class normally over-ran the scheduled finish time. From what started 

as just a normal three month Spanish course became a very long-term class lasting years, 

which was continuous until his death. The classes were held at the Language Training 

and Testing Center (LTTC) at National Taiwan University, which had never had a class 

continue for more than two consecutive years, except Eric’s Saturday Spanish class 

which set the record. He was always in charge of organizing the schedule, pushing his 

classmates to make the payment on time to avoid LTTC closing the course and fixing 

any problems with the administrative staff in a very diplomatic way.  

 

Analyzing why this class continued open for more than five years raises another death 

related tale. It was during the first year when students were requested to write an 

assignment using the past tense about one of the most important moments of the 

students’ life. Eric wrote a beautiful story about the last time that he saw his father alive. 

As an inexperienced foreign language teacher, the author did not know that the topic of 

death was not common or openly discussed in Taiwan. When reading and reviewing his 

story the teacher thought it was amazing and delightfully written, and also deeply 

emotional. She thought that would be nice to share his homework with his classmates so 

when Eric was asked to read it aloud in front of the class. He hesitated for a while but 

after few minutes, he consented to do what he was asked maybe feeling the pressure of 

the Confucians’ norm of not contradicting the teacher. While he was reading his voice 

started to crack down, tears fell onto his glasses and deep sadness was transmitted to 

each person in the class. By the time he had finished the story, everyone in the class, 

including the teacher, was crying. Every one stood up and hugged Eric. This was a 

deeply bonding instant; it was an emotional moment for everyone. His story converted a 

normal Spanish language class into a space where people were able to show opinions, 

feelings and experiences without the fear of being ridiculed or judged. After that brave 
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reading by Eric, losing face was no longer an issue anymore for them, there was nothing 

to pretend, and it was like sharing something special with family, we were like a ‘new’ 

family outside the traditional family rules that govern Taiwanese society.  

 

The class was a real space where people talked about any subject without hesitation. The 

class remained open for several years, some new people joined, others left, but at least 

six of the original students were constant, a very tight link was sealed. However, a new 

phase of life was abruptly forced upon everyone when Eric Chang suddenly didn’t 

attend the class, he didn't call or send an email to inform that he will be absent and did 

not send his homework for the very first time on that early morning of Saturday the 18th 

of September of 2010. 

 

Secret, well kept  
 

In his last year, Eric had started to lose weight rapidly and he was frequently tired. He 

experienced new changes in his work environment, which obviously stressed him, and 

his cheerful personality started to fade. 

 

It is unknown when Eric was diagnosed with thalassemia, an uncommon “blood 

disorder passed down through families (inherited) in which the body makes an abnormal 

form of hemoglobin, the protein in red blood cells that carries oxygen. The disorder 

results in excessive destruction of red blood cells ... severe thalassemia can cause early 

death due to heart failure, usually between ages of twenty and thirty years. This disease 

is most commonly in persons from Southeast Asia.”137 This was the cause of his death. 

 

Eric never told any one about his disease, not even to his mother or closest relatives, 

neither to any of his many friends, Spanish classmates, or his teacher; that’s why his 

unexpected passing was so shocking for everyone. He had a hospital record and he was 

‘in control’ of his disease, or at least he thought he was. Reports of dying from 

thalassemia are very uncommon in control cases so, it was expected that this sickness 

                                                
137 Thalassemia [Def.1] (n.d) MedlinePlus. U.S. National Library of Medicine, National Institutes of Health. 
Retrieved February 21, 2014; from: http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/ency/article/000587.htm 
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didn't represent a death threaten to him. 

 

He died during his sleep in early morning of the Friday 17th of September 2010. It is 

unknown if he suffered any pain or not. His mother found him when she was wondering 

why he didn't wake up at the normal time to go to his work. He was rushed to the 

hospital but it was too late.  

 

That same Friday, the teacher woke up at about 3 o’clock in the morning with a severe 

pain in her stomach, it was so intense that she asked her husband to take her to hospital, 

but suddenly as the fast the pain came, it was gone. Almost at the same time, a bird 

started to sing in the window extremely loudly; it was a bizarre and unexplainable 

moment because it was too early. Under Costa Rica’s ‘superstitions’, the meaning of a 

bird singing in the middle of the night brings always the news of death, or it is saying 

that the soul of the deceased come to say good bye to the living. The couple could not 

sleep until 6 a.m.  

 

On Saturday the class started normally, but since it was the last class of the term the 

students had brought some food and drinks to share with each other. The classroom was 

freezing cold and several people stood up to change the temperature control, and a 

conversation developed as to why Eric was not there. Unusually, the teacher played 

music videos during the class, including three of the songs that Eric loved the most. This 

never had happened before in five years, never while Eric was attending the class. 

During the break, phone calls to Eric were made, but there was no answer, all concluded 

that maybe he has extra work to do and was busy, and everybody gave up. Class finished 

and good-byes said as a three week break commenced. 

 
 
Bad News Does Not Always Travel Fast  
 
 
After the three week vacation the teacher returned to Taiwan and started to plan the 

classes for the next term. Phone calls were made to one of Eric’s classmates, Eusebio, 

(with whom the teacher was working simultaneously on another project) and his 
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demeanor and reaction was completely ‘normal’; he did not mention anything out of 

order. Then, a surprising call was received from LTTC’s administration staff saying that 

the Saturday Spanish class was cancelled, which pushed the teacher to verify the 

information with the only person who knew everything, Eric. 

 

The phone rang many times but he didn't answer. An hour later a female voice called 

back from his phone number. She said something in Chinese that the author refused to 

understand because at the time, it was very common the histories of people getting false 

calls from Mainland Chinese trying to extort money from innocent people. The teacher 

knew very well that Eric had no girlfriend, no sisters, and that voice was not his 

mother’s voice, so, who was this woman using his number and answering his phone? 

The teacher demanded the woman to pass the phone to some one who spoke English. So 

after some minutes a man called saying that he was Eric’s brother and he was regretful 

to inform her that Eric had passed away. At that moment, the teacher thought that the 

information was totally unrealistic and impossible for one reason: Eric did not have any 

brothers, thus for sure this was a hoax trying to fool people to give them money or 

something like this.  

 

The reaction of the teacher was understandably very impolite with the male caller. At the 

beginning, the teacher asked questions in a very ironic tone, such as: ah yes! So he died, 

right?? And, how did he die? When did this happen? And you said, you are who? The 

man was very polite to answer but the teacher was far too furious thinking about how 

could he do this to an innocent person to really give any proper attention to that man on 

the phone. After a while, a second thought came to the teacher’s mind: What about if the 

number were mixed up with another student also called Eric [Eric is such a popular 

name in Taiwan] and maybe, this person certainly died, and the questions and tone used 

were so rude to them? So the author apologized and asked them to send her an email 

with the causes of death and all the information about this person, but the main reason 

was to check the identity of the deceased. 

 

As soon as the phone call ended, the teacher told her husband about the weird call and 

the news about ‘someone’ called Eric passed away. He looked at her with the same 
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incredulity attitude and said that maybe was a joke. Eric had a strange kind of humor, so, 

anything could be possible, they thought.  

 

During this conversation, the teacher was already dealing in parallel with a good friend 

and classmate named Francesca (Fran as her short name) to see if she had any idea about 

what was going on with the Saturday class and with Eric.  

 

Fran did not have any chance to talk as the teacher started to talk impatiently: “Hi Fran, 

how are you? I am back to Taiwan and I received a call from LTTC saying that they 

cancelled our Saturday class, so I called Eric and someone has stolen his phone! A 

woman answered, maybe from Mainland China and later another guy told me that he 

was Eric’s brother and that he passed away...” on the other end of the line was complete 

silence.  

 

The teacher started to get irritated again, asking Fran if she can hear her; but it was 

complete silence like when the phone line has been cut off. Slowly, after seconds that 

seems like hours, Fran started to ask her odd questions: Where are you? Are you 

driving? Is your husband with you? Are you at home? Are you alone? The teacher was 

an impatient person who did not want to answer these questions, and she was asking 

herself: Why in heavens is Fran asking me this!? Shortly, after asking Fran many times 

if she was still on the line a soft and sad voice replied with slow words saying: “Yes, it is 

true, Eric is dead.” 

 

The next thing the teacher recalled is that her knees failed and she was lying on the floor. 

Her whole world, in an instant had changed forever. The pain and disbelief of this news 

shocked her to her bones. Many questions came and Fran was not able to answer or the 

teacher was not able to understand what she was saying. Nothing made sense. Fran said 

it was better to talk later, so they hung up the phone and the tears started to flow 

wondering what had happened. After some time, the author called several of their 

common friends, but no one wanted to answer her calls. No one really wanted to talk to 

her. 
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After few hours the teacher’s feeling of isolation was total. Confusion rose to the 

maximum point because she couldn't understand the behavior of most of her Taiwanese 

friends or even her work place. The administration staff did not inform her of the real 

reason of canceling the Spanish class or even officially notify her about Eric’s death; no 

one, except Fran wanted to give an explanation; they were strangers to her. In her Latin 

American culture, the death of a family member, a friend, neighbor or even an 

acquaintance is news that everybody passes on, and she was facing the biggest cultural 

shock that she ever felt in her life because the reaction Taiwan’s society as a whole was 

totally the opposite of what she knew. 

  
 
Waiting For The Right Day 
 

The day after that Fran gave her news about Eric’s death, the teacher started to contact 

other classmates and people that she knew Eric by phone and email to inform them that 

he had passed away. Some people answered, most of the Taiwanese asked the reasons of 

his death and other foreigners like her, showed sadness, support with some of them 

calling from far way countries.  

 

A very important fact that astonished the teacher was to discover that even though Eric 

had passed away in the middle of September, his funeral was plan to be held on October 

14th. In the first moment, she was relieved, at least, she thought, she didn't miss to say 

the last good bye to her beloved friend. But wait a minute! After so many days, he was 

not yet ‘buried’? How come after so more than 15 days? Where was his body kept? A 

million questions start to pop up in her mind. This was another ‘cultural shock’ that most 

foreigners, without the knowledge of the Taiwanese traditions related to funeral, 

experienced when they realize that the body is kept for sometimes 20 or more days. 

 

Eric’s mom and his family followed the traditional Taoist-Buddhist funerary practices. 

So the day of his funeral was established by using the Yellow Calendar or Yellow Book138 

and the best day, and when the funerary house has available space, was on October 14th, 

28 days after his death.  
                                                
138 The Yellow Calendar or Yellow Book is a divination tool, which is based on the moon calendar.  
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Fran explained to the teacher that they could go to visit Eric at the hospital. She told the 

teacher that in these visits family and friends will bring the favorite food, wine, or 

replicas of cars, houses, or anything that they know the deceased liked when he was 

alive. The visitors will also bring what they think he or she will need in the ‘other life’. 

The big items such as houses, cars, expensive clothes and bags; and ‘money’ are 

represented in replicas of paper that after presented, as a gift to the deceased, would be 

burned by the hospital staff. Through this process, the fire ‘transforms’ the items 

allowing the decease people to get to them on the ‘other side’.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 7: Paper replica of a three-store house that is sold for funeral 
rituals. Each room is fully and luxuriously decorated to provide the dead 
with a new home on ‘the other side’ with all the commodities that he or 
she could need. 

 

 

Fran also emphasized very seriously that in this place, it was not a good idea or 

respectful to show any emotion. “You can have a conversation with Eric, but don't cry or 

tell him that you will miss him; take this time to tell him all the good things and settle 
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any difference that you may have experienced with him,” Fran instructed.  

 

The teacher asked her why crying or expressing the sorrow was not allowed, and she 

alleged that under Taiwanese beliefs, this will cause that the spirit of the person to be 

stuck in this realm and it will make things more difficult for him to pass to the ‘other 

world’. 

 

 

On the day of the visit, the teacher, her husband and Fran, went to the hospital together. 

A bag with Mos Burger food was prepared, Eric’s favorite fast food, as well, the teacher 

printed copies of Spanish songs, lyrics, some pictures of Luis Miguel (his favorite 

singer), and some CDs with Spanish music.  

 

At the hospital there was no signage or indication in any sense as to where the morgue 

was located, or the place where Eric’s body was resting. Fran was guiding the way but 

she got lost few times, and she needed to ask directions. Reserved, she asked in very low 

voice to some nurses and they just pointed the way, without saying anything.  

 

To get to the morgue, it was required to go outside and re-enter by a back door of the 

hospital’s building into a place with no sign or name. The teacher and her husband asked 

why there was no clear indication or a sign to direct the people to the morgue. Fran 

explained that this is ‘a place’ that people don't want to go, so the name is not written in 

any place inside the hospital. “This is a destination that only when we have the 

obligation to go, we go, it is better not even mentioned,” she pledged. 

 

Once inside, as you walk in, there was a long hall with some rooms that harbor 

Taiwanese deities inside, the teacher recognized one that always has intrigued her since 

she saw it many years ago in Lung-Shan Temple in Taipei, but no-one had given her a 

clear explanation of who this god/deity was.  

 

Fran stated her that this was the Lord of the Underworld (Figure 8), the one who helped 

the people to ‘cross the bridge’ to the other side. Fran recommended asking this deity to 
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help Eric to cross to the other side, so the teacher, her husband and Fran prayed for a 

while in this room.  

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 8: In Taoist temples and in some hospitals there is a space for 
the God of Death or God of the Underworld. (地藏王菩薩). 

 

After that, Fran took them into the last room, but before entering she reminded them 

again that they should not cry, protest or show any kind of emotion, this was an 

important moment, so everyone should be very strong. In the hall, many pictures of 

other deceased were hanging on the wall. Eric’s picture with red lights on the sides was 

almost at the end of the hall. The group put their gifts in front of his picture and started 

to ‘talk’ to him. In the room was a glass window that divided the room and inside the 

other part of the room. The teacher, under her Western view, asked where was the body 

and when she can see him. Fran pointed to the glass window and a place behind that 

looked more like a big refrigerator, and denied strongly saying that it is not allowed to 
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see or touch the body in their culture.  

 

After they ‘talked’ to him and pay their respect, the teacher asked what they will do with 

the gifts and Fran explained that the hospital staff will burn them as a way to move all 

this offerings to where Eric was. She additionally said that other classmates had come to 

visit on other days and had brought a KTV building made of paper, magazines, house, 

car, motorbike and other things that they knew Eric would like and could use on the 

‘other side’.  Eric’s mother was there everyday so she was in charge of arranging 

everything for him. Fran told the teacher that Eric’s mother wanted her to talk in his 

funeral, as she knew that the Spanish class was very important for him. At that moment 

the teacher did not know that being associated with this was a big honor and 

responsibility. 

 

Days passed by and no one wanted to talk about Eric’s death, Fran was the only one that 

gave updates and news about what was next. 

 

His Last Good-bye   
 

On the day of the funeral, many of Eric’s classmates attended. It was a sad reunion but 

no one showed any emotion. A leaf of a plant called mo cao, [抹草 in English 

Desmodium caudarum] was placed by Fran to the teacher and her husband on their 

clothes. She explained “it is to avoid bringing ‘bad things’ [ghosts], prevent evil spirits 

attaching to you with you when you leave, or even bring bad luck to you.” 

 

At that moment, a young man and a woman came to say hello to the teacher and the 

group of Eric’s classmates. This young man was Eric’s cousin and ‘the woman’, that 

gave the original sad news to the teacher by telephone. Fran explained that in the 

Taiwanese-Chinese traditional customs, if the person who died does not have brothers, 

sisters or children on his/her own, the oldest cousin would ‘represent’ the deceased and 

act as a brother. He would have the responsibility of the funerary rites and incorporating 

him to their Ancestral Tablets. She also remarked that in the Chinese way, the cousins 
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are like ‘brothers or sisters’ to each other, so they have filial responsibility with their 

relatives.  

 

Eric’s mother was very active, she was running up and down and the teacher and her 

husband were very surprised that she was not crying or distressed. Fran explained that 

actually under Taoist rituals, she shouldn’t actually attend his funeral since: “He died 

before his mother, this is very bad under our traditions, it is a disrespect,” she 

expounded. Another person added that at a very traditional Taoist funeral, she will be 

asked to walk and hit the coffin with some tree branches as a way to say that he was not 

a good son because he died before her: “He needs to know that he leaves her alone, no 

one will take care of her and the mother need to punishing and mistreat him.” This 

words cause a big impression on the teacher and her husband, because of the severe pain 

that this could inflict on his mom as well to any parent who lost a son in Taiwanese 

society. 

 

A funeral director led the funeral; he indicated when it was the right time for each part of 

the ceremony to proceed. For the teacher and her husband everything was very 

confusing. It was more like a party presentation [with microphone, music, photo 

presentation of his life in slide show and people talking all the time] then a funeral. No 

one was crying, everything was loud and noisy. People were not free to express their sad 

feelings and everything had a chronometer dictating the time. His mom was very 

worried for everyone, and she didn't have time to sit down and mourn in peace.  

 

The teacher was called to the front to talk to the crowd. She needed a translator but Fran 

didn’t want to translate her words into Chinese, as she had never participated in a funeral 

before. However, ignorance wins over humanity and Fran was forced and pushed to help 

the teacher with the translation, against her will. In the teacher’s mind there was a 

feeling of appreciation as she thought that allowing Fran to translate was a fair 

‘payment’ for all the help that she gave to Eric. At the end, Fran was almost the only one 

who was able to face Eric’s death and be a real friend to him and to her. However, for 

Fran that request was complete agony. 
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To finalize the funeral ritual, everyone needed to go around the coffin to say the last 

good bye. It was the first time that the teacher saw her friend after his death. The 

impression of seeing Eric’s body totally transformed into some one else, with two coins 

in his eyes and one in his mouth as the tradition requested is something that the teacher 

will never forget. She understood why many of their friends didn't want to go and told 

her that they prefer to remember Eric as when he was alive. 

 

After the ceremony the moment of ‘settling up and facing the long silence’ started. All 

the classmates and friends went out to eat lunch together, and the teacher started an 

inquisitive questioning sound around with small complaints about what the hell 

happened to them!  

 

In the beginning, no one wanted to talk about it but suddenly the ice broke around those 

Taiwanese hearts, which started to melt and the Spanish class came back to life with the 

entire emotions flourishing back in that Mos Burger place in Xinzhuang, New Taipei 

City remembering Eric and how he passed away. When the teacher asked them how they 

felt, some of them started to cry. They felt the same pain as she did, but they told her that 

since they were kids they were told that it was not good to express their emotions for the 

death. Of course, the next question was why? No answers came for a while; at that table 

people were looking for answers inside their minds and hearts.  

 

Esperanza, another classmate said that they were afraid to cry because if they expressed 

their feelings of sadness that might be interfering with Eric’s passing to the other side.  

Fran said that she could not understand why Taiwanese have to behave like this and she 

didn’t like it any more. She had faced many questions and feelings during these weeks 

and she felt very lonely and confused. The teacher kept asking questions, but they didn’t 

know how to answer them and they didn't want to face their pain. “It is easy to pretend 

that nothing happened and avoid talking about this subject,” Susana, another classmate 

and friend, confessed. 

 

All of these unanswered questions; the deep devastating silence and desolate feelings 

gives shape to this research.  
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3.2  In-Depth Interviews: Eric’s Classmates  
 

This part will be a description of the most important feelings that Eric’s classmates 

experienced with his death. There is also a brief explanation about the personal relation 

and personally of each of his classmates and the main events that they recalled.  

 

3.2.1 Francesca (Fran) Hsu 

 
 Eric’s classmate for about three years. Female: 38 years old.  Interview date: December 

10, 2013. Xindian, New Taipei City, and July 4, 2014. Xin-yi District, Taipei.      

Profession: Graphic designer. 

 

Fran is from Taichung but she has been living in Taipei for several years. She started to 

learn Spanish in 2005 and enjoys the class. She was always a responsible student, 

diligent and serious. Although she is very friendly, at the same time is very reserved. She 

likes to help in everything she was asked. She has a big sense of solidarity and loyalty. 

 

Fran was the first person from all of the classmates to know about Eric’s passing way. 

She was person in charge to inform people about his death. 

 

She recalled every detail of the evening that she received the news.  
 

I was preparing the dinner when my phone rang. I called back because I noticed 

it was a call from Eric’s phone and I was trying to reach him for long time. The 

phone rang two or three time and a girl answered his phone. 

 

At that moment I asked her why are you answering his phone? The girl hesitated 

for a moment and then she told me that they found my number in Eric’s 

computer and she told me that he had passed away. She apologized because they 

didn’t know how to reach me, the computer was locked and they didn’t have the 

password. I asked her to leave her number as I was still in doubt about what she 
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just said. I called Susana but she didn’t answer the phone. I also called 

Esperanza, and when I told her, she yells, she was scared. I was too agitated to 

call someone else, so I asked Esperanza to call Eusebio and Viviana [another 

classmates and common friends]. 

 

I did not believe what they told me. I was in shock. At that moment I couldn’t 

cry; I went for a walk for two or three hours in a playground near my home and I 

left the phone behind. I needed to be alone and think. I didn't know how to face 

this and to tell others. I am not sure why I took this decision but I did. I walked 

and walked thinking about Eric’s life: The fist day I meet him, the questions he 

used to ask; his work; the yoga class he was going, it was an unreal situation. 

How come some one so young and healthy will die?  

 

I went back home. About 9 p.m., Eric’s cousin called me. I asked him for long 

time many questions. He explained me every detail of what had happened. He 

told me how his mother finds out, and then that she took him to the hospital. 

 

Also, no one in his family could believe such a sad thing could happen. Eric was 

very young and healthy, so his cousin decided to go to the hospital and check his 

records. He found out that Eric knew that he had a sickness [thalassemia] for 20 

years.  

 

I thought: how come you are so irresponsible to not inform any one and I started 

to blame Eric! I was shaking and I was very angry. I started to remember many 

things about him, the way he walks, the jokes, his voice …” 

 

Fran said that even though she was really sad and wanted to cry; she couldn't drop a tear 

after some hours passed by. She tried to think how to react and what to do. She knew 

that giving this kind of news was not good in Taiwan but she felt an obligation to share 

this information. “We were like a family in the class, it was like a brother just died, so I 

think a lot about how to tell this news to the others and mainly how to tell the teacher,” 

she explained. Fran said that it was a very tough decision. After her walk, she called the 
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oldest and closest friend in the class, Susana. 

 

So I called Susana, the communication was not good, she could not hear me and 

I was really desperate, I need to talk to her! I felt like I was trapped in an alley. 

 

At 11:30 p.m. I wrote an email to let all our classmates and ex-classmates that 

Eric was no longer here. I told everyone to find a way to remember him. I 

received many emails from Kate, Agustin and Vera [former classmates in the 

Spanish class]. Vera called me from England and I felt very sad when I talked to 

her, I think I cried. She was very sad and I didn’t find a way to comfort her. 

 

I was very angry with Susana, because I need her and she was not there! I need 

her advice as an older person and someone more experience than me but she was 

on the train and she couldn’t talk.  At midnight I finally reached her. She didn't 

say a word.  Later, Susana sent me a very impersonal message, like those from a 

teacher to student who are not involved in their life, it was like she was not part 

of the group. I also talked to Viviana [another classmate]; we discuss about his 

death. Susana called Claudia [another former classmate] to inform her. 

 

Fran continue the story about the first reaction toward Eric’s passing away.  

 

The next day I went to the hospital with Kate. This was the first time that I meet 

Chang mama [Eric’s mother]. I took her outside to talk to her. Kate was present 

too. At this time it was very hard because I didn’t know how to comfort her, I did 

not know how to comfort any one, not even myself! 

 

I held her hand; I gave her a hug trying to give her some support. I knew that for 

her this was an extremely difficult situation. She explained more about Eric’s 

sickness, saying that only Asian men have it and it was not common for someone 

to die from it. 

 

I told her that if there was anything that I could do for her, and she just told me to 
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help her to inform others. I thought a lot about how to tell our teacher about this. 

I wanted Susana to tell her. Susana was the older and more experienced and I 

was thinking she was the one that could do this. She should be the one. I also 

called Eusebio [who at that time was working with the teacher] but he was 

terrified and he didn’t know what or how to tell her. 

 

Fran was extremely sad and shocked about Eric’s death. She said that it was really hard 

for her to let her feelings out but she was kind of obligated for the situation. She was 

afraid to talk about it and especially to cry. As the Taiwanese believe that mourning and 

crying will cause the spirit of the person to attachment to this realm; thus she was 

worried not to cause any kind of pain to Eric’s soul or to influence him in some way and 

stop him going to ‘the other side’.  

 

Fran didn’t tell her own parents about her friend’s death until the funeral was over. When 

Fran was questioned if her family members would discuss death she denied strongly.  

 

In my family, we never talked about it [about death]. This is supposed to bring 

misfortune. They [her parents] always said that we should not look in the coffin, 

and avoid everything that is related to this [death]. 

 

Before [some years ago] we used to receive a white envelope with an invitation 

to assist to the funerals, but nowadays they send the invitation by email. It was 

not good to receive this kind of invitations.  

 

Fran helped Eric’s mom to notify people and informed most of the classmates; however 

she didn’t inform the teacher in any way. When she was confronted about why she 

didn’t, she said that she was frightened of the reaction of the teacher. 

  

After some days Eusebio called me in total panic; he said that the teacher was 

back in Taiwan and he didn’t know how to tell her. He told me to do it, but I was 

too afraid to do it. I knew how important Eric was for her so I couldn’t face it. I 

called Susana again and asked her to call the teacher; but few minutes later, the 
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teacher called me directly and I had no more options other than telling her the 

truth. It was really traumatic. I was very worried about her, because I knew it will 

cause her immense pain. 

 

During the time that the funeral was prepared, Fran was always informing the classmates 

and teacher about what was going on. After the funeral, she broke up and started to talk 

about her feelings related to Eric’s death. She was very confused and apologetic for not 

informing the teacher. She couldn’t explain the reasons; she just did what she was 

supposed to do in her culture. “We don’t question things, we just follow; and more when 

we are talking about death issues,” she pointed out. 

 

When she was asked about her opinion about Taiwanese ‘silence’ regarding death, she 

said that this was not right. She asked her teacher about the differences in her country 

and she felt it was more fair that in another place where people are free to express their 

feelings or just talk to others with more freedom. “In Taiwan we need to keep everything 

inside, it is really hard, I never experienced something like this; I don’t like it. We need 

to change this way, it is not good for us,” she affirmed.  

 

Fran was never too close to Eric during the classes. They had a very different kind of 

humor and point of view about life; however, following his death, he found one of the 

best friends that he could ever imagine. Until this date [July 2014], Fran keeps calling 

Chang mama and organizing activities to accompany her. 

 

3.2.2  Esperanza Wang 

 

Eric’s classmate for 5 years. Female: 47 years old. Interview date: December 10, 2012. 

Xindian, New Taipei City.  She works as Customer Service Agent. 

 

Esperanza is one of the nicest persons that any teacher can have as student in the world. 

She is very helpful, responsible and discrete. In the class, she was always willing to help 

others and represents the best characteristics of a traditional Taiwanese person: humble, 

happy, hard working and with the biggest heart of all. Eric and her have an amusing 
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relationship. He enjoyed making her annoyed with his romantic and pass of tone 

comments. She liked to preach him and make fun of him, as an older sister will do, in 

front of everyone in the class.  

 

Esperanza remembered that when she received the news she screamed very loud in the 

middle of the street. She was in total shock. 

 

I was walking on the street with my family, we had just finished dinner, when 

Fran called me and I couldn’t believe her. I was thinking that she was giving me 

some sort of joke. I felt so sorry. I had a big shock because Eric was younger 

than me. I asked Fran many times: You are joking, right?  

 

When I hung up my sister asked me what happened, and I told her that our class 

leader was dead. I felt tremendously sad, but I couldn’t cry, I didn’t cry. Even 

when my father passed away [a year later], I had the same feeling, a terrible and 

asphyxiating feeling but I couldn’t cry. 

 

I called Claudia and Natalia [former Spanish classmates] and we discussed going 

to visit the hospital to see him and later during that week we did so. I told him 

that I wish him to rest in peace, and protect his mother. I wish him good in 

Heaven and I told him that we would miss him.  

 

She explained that she didn't attend his funeral because she didn't want to see him. “I 

want to keep the memory of him, as the last time I saw him.”  

 

In Esperanza’s case talking about death was very hard, she said that before his father 

passed away it was a prohibit topic. “My father was sick, so, in our culture we shouldn’t 

talk about death in front of them; many people never tell their parents they are ill, to 

avoid them the pain. However, my father got sicker and sicker, and at the end we need to 

face and talk to him about what he wants [for his funeral]. It was really hard,” she 

described. She also said that they were lucky to do this, not many people will dare to 

talk to their dying parent about this topic. They arranged everything as her father 
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decided. 

 

Esperanza explained that many of the rituals that were held at Eric’s funeral and why 

Eric’s mom was not supposed to be there. She also said that for her, it was very hard to 

express any emotions. “I was raised in an atmosphere where you can’t express any 

emotion, good or bad. In Taiwan before, you couldn’t laugh very loud, and you should 

never cry in front of others. Talking about death brings you ‘bad things’, so, better never 

ever to mention it,” Esperanza explained.  

 

3.2.3  Susana Yash 

 

Eric’s classmate for about three years. Female:  53 years old. Interview dates: September 

25, 2012; Xindian, New Taipei City; and November 28, 2012; Xinyi District. Taipei.  

Architect and Professor.  

 

Susana is originally from Tainan but lives in Taipei. She is a pragmatic person, serious 

but at the same time funny. She likes to study and learn languages because she enjoys 

traveling. She lived in Germany where she studied architecture. She is very objective 

and direct. She likes to climb mountains and often invites her classmates to join her. She 

and Eric had a good relationship based on their travel experiences and professional lives. 

Susana used to laugh at Eric’s questions and always found a way to avoid answering 

them.  

 

Susana described her thoughts when Fran called her to inform her about his death. 

 

Fran called me but I was on the train, I couldn’t hear her.  I think it was the end 

of the Moon Festival, and I was coming back from Tainan. I heard that she say 

something like: he is dead, but I couldn’t really hear what she was telling  me. I 

saw that she called me many times but the train was very noisy so I didn’t 

answer the phone. When the train stopped I called her back and she told me 

about Eric. I didn’t want to talk for too long. I was alone on the train and felt 

shocked. I felt sad but not for him, I felt sad for those who loved him. I 
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remember the Tibetan Book of Death. I didn’t cry, it is not my style, but I was 

deeply sorry for his mom and for the others.  

 

Susana said that she and Fran discussed how to tell the teacher. “We talked and I 

suggested that it was better to wait until she was back; I told Fran: “She is very far away, 

she can’t do anything over there, so it is better to wait.” As a pragmatic person, she took 

things very peacefully and she only calls another classmate, Claudia. She said that 

maybe she mentioned this to her sister and maybe some colleagues at work; “these kind 

of things you normally do not speak with anyone, this is normal rule in Taiwan.”  

 

Susana was surprised when she leant that the teacher was very angry with them because 

they didn't send any message to let her know that Eric had passed away. “I was so 

surprised when Fran told me that you were angry; I really think that was normal to wait 

until you came back to tell you,” she assured. 

 

When she was asked about the death rituals and how in her town they handle death, she 

explained that when she was young, she was very afraid of death topics. “At that time, 

no one dared to talk about it; never with your elders, and actually no one really knows 

deeply about these death issues.” 

 

Susana remembered that when she was at the university in Germany, one day she was 

talking with a friend of the same age, and she was really curious about her classmate’s 

opinion. She discovered a new world [German way of viewing death] very different 

from where she was coming from. “Everything was easy, clear and there were no 

complications,” she recalled. 

 

Susana also described some experiences in her hometown when she was a child: 

 

In Tainan, the people want to die at home. This is very important, as our 

traditions say that this would help them to pass to the other realm easily. In those 

times, it was very common to see ‘the box’ in traditional ceremonies outside in 

tents and the noisy cars with the coffin [There is a tradition in Taiwan where a 
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car is rented with musicians playing traditional funeral music, and recent years, 

the music is recorded but also playing very loudly]. For example, when my 

grandmother died, she was held in her house for almost one month. I remember 

the smell of death, terrible! but that was the tradition, and we need to followed it. 

Once, my grandma came to talk to me in a dream, and she asked me to help 

others people around the house. It is a common belief that the deceased people 

can communicate in your dreams. 

 

When Susana was asked about why people [and her] still follow the traditions, she 

couldn’t explain the real reason; she said that is expected [by society] that they keep on 

some traditional ceremonies and some people asked for it. “Many people follow the 

traditions not because they believe them, but because they think it will bring them luck,” 

she explained.   

 

Talking about histories and traditions, Susana mentioned another interesting history: 

 

The brother of my grandfathers wife, had a daughter, but she died when she was 

in high school. After some days of her death a young man came to the house 

because he dreamt with a girl and she asked him to marry her. So he did.  

Normally the families, who experience this kind of tragic death, will put money 

in a red envelope and put it on the street, so, the first man who pick the money, 

have to marry the ghost. This was a common tradition in Taiwan. So never take 

any money from the street! She advised. 

 

For Susana, the year 2013 was not a good year. She lost many loved ones and death 

made her see another face of it. Now she allows her feelings to escape and she shares her 

experiences with others. “Death is never easy to manage” she said, “It is better to allow 

your pain to leave.”  

 

3.2.4  Viviana Wu  

 

Eric’s classmate for two years and half years.  Female: 32 years old. Interview dates: 
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2012, December 10th Xindian, New Taipei City; 2014, June 14, Xindian, New Taipei 

City.  She works as a Customer Service Agent. 

 

Her family lives in Kaohsiung but she works and lives in Taipei. Viviana is very 

outgoing and friendly. She enjoyed talking with Eric a lot. Her Spanish level was really 

good, so Eric’s liked talking with her during the class. He was always looking for her 

and asking her questions. His hilarious sense of humor really integrates Viviana and she 

was always happy to hear Eric’s stories about love and his trips.  

 

Viviana recalled the time when she received the news about Eric: 

 

Esperanza called me late that night. I was coming back to Taipei from 
Kaohsiung. She told me “Eric is gone.” In Chinese  [他走了] but in our language 

this sentence has two meaning, so I asked her, where he went? So she explained 

that he passed away. 

 

I was so shocked that I couldn’t react. I thought he had an accident. It was so 

hard to believe. I didn’t notice thing anymore I went blank. When I realized it, I 

was in another train station, I just didn’t get off in the place I should. We talked a 

lot on the phone, the train was full of people but I didn’t care. I was so shocked 

until I got home. I sat down in front of the TV for long time watching but not 

really watching anything. I called some one, but I can’t remember with whom I 

talked to.  Later that day, I talked to Fran about him. 
 

Viviana explained that she was in shock for several days. It was the first time that she 

experienced something like this. She didn’t know how to react and had this sad feeling 

for numerous days. “I couldn’t accept it; this was impossible! Even now I think that it is 

so hard to accept; I thought a lot about how hard this could be for his mother.” 

 

Viviana called a friend in England to ask him for advice. She explained that she really 

didn’t feel like talking to anyone in Taiwan. After some days, she also called some of her 

high school friends and asked them what they would do if this happened to them.  
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She already had plans to go to England, so she couldn’t attend Eric’s funeral but when 

she came back, she visited Eric in the mountain where his ashes are resting.  

 

I went with his mother, his cousin and his colleagues from work to visit him. I 

want his mother to know that he was very important for us in our Spanish class. 

During that visit, Eric’s co-workers talk about him and I found out that he acted 

very differently in the office than in the class. All those memories made them cry, 

and, it was the first time that I could cry too!  

 

She regrets that she always thought will be time to sit and share more things with him.  

 

He was always very nice to us; a good friend but I never had the chance to tell 

him. In Taiwan we don’t think that death is something that can happen to anyone 

at anytime, it is important to notice this and tell the people what we feel. 

 

She explained that in her family they never talk about death. “If we talk about something 

that is related to the past, for example about my grandmother and grandfather, but we 

don’t talk about their deaths, just talk about good things.”   

 

The last time that Vivian saw Eric alive was in the teacher’s house, where there was a 

small party and he was singing romantic love songs. He started to sing a song and look 

into her eyes and she was blushing! She shouts to him to not look at her signing; he 

laughs and said that this song was perfect to sing to a girl and not singing to the air. She 

rejected him laughing!  In the interview, she said that she regrets that she didn’t allow 

him to sing this song for her at that time. “It is a good memory.” 
 

Viviana helped the author to translate the last version of the survey many times and 

asked her friends to fill up the by email. She did the translation of the Chinese open 

questions and supports the researcher with quotes and other difficulties in Chinese. 
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3.2.5  Vera Chen  
 

Eric’s classmate for about two years.  Female, 32 years old.  Interviews date: December 

10th, 2013; Xindian, New Taipei City; and July 04, 2014; via email. She works as 

Marketing and Sales Manager. 

 

Vera is from Hsinchu, but currently lives and works in Taipei. At the moment of Eric’s 

death, she was living and studying in Manchester, Britain. She was the youngest in the 

class and she liked to talk to Eric. Eric enjoyed to tease her and asked hilarious questions 

of her personal life; she was always smiling and answering the questions in a very 

innocent way, so the teacher was always intervening to advise Vera, that if she didn’t 

want to, she didn’t need to answer him. Vera always wanted to give him an answer. Vera 

was a volunteer in Panama and other countries in Latin America which made Eric very 

curious. They had a very nice relationship as classmates.  
 

Vera describes her experience when she received the news about Eric and how she 

reacted at the moment. 

 

I was out with my classmates, so I didn’t check the email for some hours. When I 

opened it, I received an email from Fran and I saw a name in Chinese that I 

didn’t recognize saying that this person passed away; and I was wondering 

whom that person was. I stared to read, trying to understand and when I found 

out who was dead, I broke down in tears. My roommate came to check what was 

happening and I told her that my friend died. She went out and left me alone. I 

think Chinese people don’t know how to comfort each other in moments like 

this. I wrote back to Fran and asked her phone number; I needed to talk to 

someone that knew Eric!  

 

I called her and she explained to me the whole history in detail. When she was 

talking I can hear that she was crying. I asked many questions, it was almost 

unbelievable that he was dead. 
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I was really sad because I knew that I couldn’t be at his funeral, which made me 

feel so helpless because there was nothing I could do. 

 

I was remembering one day that I saw Eric, and I was wondering why he had lost 

so much weight, but I didn’t ask him why; I think about this a lot … he was 

really nice and funny. He was always asking personal questions but this didn’t 

bother me. I remember that I also felt kind of guilty because I didn’t talk to him 

for a while and I will never have the chance to tell him that I found a new 

boyfriend in England, as he insinuated it would happen when I first said that I 

was going to study abroad. 

 

When the author asked her if for her was ok to talk about death, Vera explained that for 

her talking about death it is a bit different.  

 

I think that because I had lived in Panama and other places in Latin America and 

Europe, I reacted differently to most Taiwanese who doesn’t have more contact 

with foreigners or that lived outside here. 

 

I think if you ask them [to the Taiwanese people about death] they will answer to 

you, because you are foreigner; but this is a ‘private’ topic. It is something we are 

not used to sharing, we keep it inside. It is painful so we don’t say it. I told my 

roommate because she was there. I also told my mom and I was lucky to talk to 

Fran and asked her so many questions. Honestly I think it is very bad that we 

keep things inside, the silence kills you! It is too much pressure and pain to keep 

it just for you. I learnt something totally different in Guatemala. People there can 

show their emotions and share the pain.  

 

When she was asked what she thinks about the rituals and ceremonies that people in 

Taiwan have to follow, she said that actually she doesn’t like it very much, but she will 

not try to change their way. 

My family is really traditional. Basically, I did not really want to change my 

family’s way of funeral. After coming back from my study aboard, I know what I 
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would do when it comes to me in the future [for example when she pass away]. It 

would be much simplifier than what our family did. Also, I was Buddhist before; 

therefore, I don’t like how most Taiwanese would do for funeral, mixed of 

Daoism and Buddhism customs. However, I respect my family; I would provide 

my suggestion instead of insisting something that I regard right or wrong. My 

finding is that if you are a person who has no religion at all, to have to organize a 

funeral, you will still choose a certain religious way to perform it; and in Taiwan 

most of the time is the Daoism. Basically the funeral is just like the wedding in 

Taiwan, it’s not your matter; it’s the family’s matter.  

 

When she was asked about Taiwanese customs about death, she said that: 

 

We are really influenced by the Daoism and also Chinese folk culture. Not only 

happening at the funeral, but also in our daily life. Such as the rituals on the 

wedding, better not go to the cemetery; if you have period [you are dirty] so it is 

better not to enter the temple; not to use the umbrella inside the house; better not 

to go to the seaside in the ghost month, if you are pregnant better not use the 

knife, etc…  

 

Vera thinks that Taiwanese are superstitious, but it all depends with whom you compare 

it with. “I do actually if comparing to Western society. However, if comparing to some 

South East Asia countries, maybe not. I think there are all some superstitious parts 

within every culture,” she justified. 
 
 

3.2.6 Informant 6 (Lola, alias)   

 

Eric’s classmate for about one year.  Female: 26 years old. Interview date: October 24, 

2013; February 2014; Starbucks Café, Xinhai Road, Taipei, Taiwan.  She works in the 

private sector. 

 

Lola joined the Spanish class for a short period of time and she integrated very quickly 

because of her outgoing and friendly personality, and her good Spanish skills. She is 
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very smart and knew how to manage Eric’s inquisitive questions. She was always joking 

with Eric and she considers him as an older brother. At the time of Eric’s death, she was 

studying her Master’s Degree in the USA.  

 

She describes how she learnt about Eric’s news: 

 

I was in my room; it was the evening. Fran or Esperanza sent me an email. When 

I started to read I felt very sad, it was like a hollow that invaded me, I felt sorrow. 

I stood up in silence, thinking what to do. I couldn’t pronounce a word. Then I 

sent a message to myself. It feels so unreal, I felt like it can’t be. I was in shock 

and I needed some support, so I wrote to my sister and she comforted me through 

msn online chat. Later that night, I started to read all the messages from other 

people, one by one. It made me feel so sad, but since I was so far away, there was 

nothing else I could do. I wanted to tell Eric many things, but I didn't have the 

chance. Days later I decided to write a letter to Eric, and I sent it to the teacher 

for her to help me to take it to the place where he was [the hospital]. The letter 

arrived too late, after the funeral, so I asked her to please bury it or burn it for 

me. 

 

Lola’s family is very traditional and follows many Taiwanese traditions, such as the use 

of the Yellow Book or Yellow Calendar. She explained the importance of the book for 

some Taiwanese even in these modern days.  

 

[In my family] We use the Yellow Calendar for almost everything. I always ask 

my father to consult the book to check some important things for me. This is 

fairly normal for some Taiwanese, but not every one knows how to use it in the 

correct way. Weddings, important events, like moving or buying a house, doing a 

business transaction, changing or applying for a new job, and of course, funerals, 

are all decided based in the recommendation in the book. 

 

About death matters, she said that in general, this is not a common topic, and inside her 

family this is not openly discussed. 
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In my family, we rarely discuss topic of death. Death it is a private matter, and 

we are very traditional. We suppress the emotions before the funeral. It is well 

known in our beliefs that if we do this [cry too much], the soul of the person can 

become trapped between worlds. So it is better to keep our feelings inside. There 

are many sayings in Chinese about this; for example, “endure yourself” [keep 

things inside]; “Don’t wash the dirty clothes outside;” etc. All of this teaches us 

to endure in such situations. Also for men it is more difficult because they are the 

pillars of the family, so they also have to be stronger. Since kids we hear sayings 

from other countries such as “men don’t cry;” and this is really visible in funeral 

situations, as the eldest son has a lot filial responsibilities.  

  

Lola also pointed out that sometimes Taiwanese’s people try to be very polite with 

others, and sharing bad news [as the death of someone] is an affliction that is not good to 

share with friends or people you love. “It is like the saying, ‘don’t do to others what you 

don’t want to feel yourself;’ death is a big burden, so it is better not to share this sorrow 

with others, and keep it to yourself. Maybe that’s why we keep silent and we don’t talk 

to others about this.” Also, she explained that when a person dies, the family shouldn’t 

say bad things about the deceased: “For us it is very important just to have the good 

memories of the dead and make them feel like he or she was the best person on earth.”  

 

She was one of the persons who helped the author in this research to formulate and 

translate the questions for the survey many times. Even though she knows a lot of the 

‘key words’ that express the real meaning of the questions, she needed to check with his 

father and her father’s friend to find the correct words to use in the questionnaires. 

 

3.2.7  Eusebio Kuo  

 

Eric’s classmate for about five years. Male, 37 years old. Interviews date: March 30, 

2013. Dante Café, Chungshao East Road, Taipei. He works as a Radio DJ and in his 

family business.  

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

86 
 

86 

Eusebio and Eric were the constant males present in the class. They got alone very well, 

even though they have very different personalities. Eric was more like an older brother 

and he was always making jokes as to when Eusebio will get a girlfriend. Eusebio is 

kind of conservative maybe because he follows the Christian religion. 

 

When Eusebio was asked about how he felt when he heard about Eric’s death, he didn’t 

say much. He said that the news caused him a very deep impact but he did not cry. He 

said, you need to be strong; a man doesn’t cry.  

He said that he informed other classmates that he thought didn’t know about it, but he 

did not talk about this with his parents, family or his personal friends. “It is a something 

that is private, I did not need to talk to anyone about it; I kept it for myself,” he said. 

Eusebio did not discuss Eric’s death with any one else than his Spanish classmates or 

former classmates.  

He attended Eric’s funeral and visited him every year on his death anniversary. He also 

keeps in close contact with Eric’s mother, who has recently changed her religion and 

now attends the Christian church, where he said, she feels like she is in part of a big 

family.  
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Figure 9: In Taiwan the norm is to send official invitations for the 
funerals. This is the invitation letter for Eric’s funeral. Classmates and the 
teacher received it by email. 

 

3.3  In-depth Interviews: Unrelated Participants   
 
3.3.1  Liana Lang (alias)     
 

Informant 1. Government  worker.  Resident of  Taipei.  Female: 36 years old, married 

with children. Interview date: June 10, 2014; Chungshiao East Road, Taipei. 

 

Liana was a former student of the researcher, but was not in Eric’s class. She was very 

interested about the subject when she filled up the survey and accepted to talk to the 

researcher with the condition of changing her name for work reasons. 

 

She explained that her feelings about the death topic are very mixed-up. For one side, 
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she thinks people should talk more and open up their feelings; however, for the other 

side she can feels that Taiwanese society is still not ready for this.  

 

I feel very comfortable talking to you about death because you are foreigner, but 

I can’t imagine talking about such topics with other Taiwanese friends, it is just 

impossible! I am also concerned about you giving the survey to Taiwanese 

people, however because you are foreigner I think people don’t take it so badly. 

If you were a Taiwanese student I am sure you will find resistance from many 

people.  

 

Liana explained that she thought before that her parents were not too traditional 

referring to the funeral and death topic related, until recent times, when her father was 

diagnosed with a disease that changed his attitude. 

 

My younger brother decided not to have kids many years ago, and this was not a 

problem. However, now that my father is sick, every day is telling my brother 

that he ‘must’ have kids because otherwise: “Who’ll take care of his funeral 

when he passed away if he does not have children!” My brother decided to not 

come to my parent’s home for a while, the situation is getting out of hand 

because my father is becoming obsessed with the idea of the ancestors. 

 

She pointed out that when she was a kid she was told, as many other Taiwanese were, to 

keep away to funeral coffins and any place where a death might have occurred. “When I 

was a kid my parents taught me that I should not look if there is an accident or if there is 

a tent for funeral; now I do the same to my kids, I take their heads and turn them away 

when we pass in front a funeral tent or if there is any accident.” 

 

When she was asked why she did this, and if she knows the meaning behind this advice, 

she was in shock to discover that actually she had no idea where this custom was coming 

from but she was teaching her kids as her parents did taught her. “Oh my God! I never 

though about his! This is crazy, I know this has no logic, but I am repeating the pattern 

with my kids.” 
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Liana also shared her experience when her grandmother died.  

 

I remember that we waited two weeks to bury her and this was fast considering 

that sometimes takes 49 or more days. She was 92 years old; she lived a happy 

life, as in Chinese terms after 80 is considering long and therefore happy life. We 

sent pink invitations for her funeral, [as in Taiwan over 80 years old the funeral 

invitation must be pink and under 80 white] and it was a nice ceremony. 

 

When she was questioned why they kept the body for such a long period of time, she 

said that for Chinese people is a matter of face and to be filial with their parents.  

 

For us, to keep the body as long as possible is important. It is like that we are 

saying that we don’t want this person to go; is showing to others how significant 

it was this person to us. If you just keep the body for seven days, it is too short, 

many people will talk badly about the family, and will criticize them for such a 

short time. In the countryside they will said: “They don’t love their parents [or 

family member], they didn’t respect them. We need to show others how good 

daughters or sons we are and how much we miss our parents or relatives.” 

 

 

She pointed out as an example, the recent case where Ma Ying-jiou, President of Taiwan 

was publicly criticized for only mourning for seven days before holding his mother’s 

funeral ceremony. 

 

Liana also commented about other traditions related to death. She mentioned that the 

number four is nowadays a more accepted number: “You see, a friend of mine just 

brought an apartment on the fourth floor, she got a very good price for it.” When she 

was asked why the floor was in such a good price, she realized that actually was for the 

same reason, it was the floor fourth, so, price was much lower than others numbers, 

which means that people still believe the same things. 
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3.3.2  Juana Lee (alias)  
 

Informant 2. Businesswoman. Resident of Taipei. Female, 58 years old. Never married 

and does not have children. Interview date: April 16, 2012. Chungshiao East Road, 

Taipei. 

 

Juana is a single woman, who lived with her parents. She has one brother and one sister, 

both married. She is the oldest and the person in charge of taking care of her parents, as 

traditional Chinese people designate. Recently she changed her religion and became 

follower of Shinnyo Buddhism, a new sect from Japan.  

 

When she was asked what she would do when her parents died, she said her brother and 

sister said that they must follow what her parents want, and this means to follow the 

traditional Taoist and Buddhist ceremonies. “This means to check the Yellow Calendar 

for the best auspicious day for their funeral and follow all the rituals,” she explained. 

She wants to do some rites that her new religion request, but she needs to do this behind 

their family’s knowledge. She wants to do these rites because she believes that this will 

help her parents to go more quickly to ‘the other side’ and to cross the ‘bridge’ between 

this world and the other world.  

 

About the funeral, she remarked that actually people would follow the traditions just 

because they are afraid to be framed as bad children with their parents and not because 

they really believe in the rites. “Everyone in the community will check to see if we do 

the right thing; people like to talk, so that’s why we need to follow the traditions,” she 

noted. Nevertheless, she also mentioned that the rituals are so complicated, that “it is 

better to hand everything to a funeral director and pay the money; if he makes a mistake 

then it is not our responsibility; so this way, people will have respect for you and they 

will see you as a good daughter who commits with all the duties to their parents,” Juana 

affirmed. 

 

She also mentioned that she would not notify people when her parents die. She feels 

uncomfortable to share family matters with other people who are not very close family 
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members [i.e. her brother, sister and their husband and children]. “In Taiwan we don’t 

give bad news to people, it is not good for us or for them; so we deliver only good news 

like wedding or when a baby is born,” she exemplified. Juana said that she will maybe 

inform people after the funeral and rituals have finished because she doesn’t want to 

receive any economic help from anyone. “It is very impolite to put people in this 

position, and later you will need to do the same in exchange, so it is better not to do this 

if you don’t need it.” 

 

Juana changed her religion four years ago and she pointed out that the rituals of her new 

religion are easy to follow and there is less pressure for her as a single woman.  She pays 

every month to monks in her temple for chanting mantras for her ancestors and for the 

future of their parents in the ‘afterworld’. She also pays these services for the spirits of 

her local business, her house and for others spirits that don’t have any one to pray for 

them. 

 

We don’t burn paper money or make offerings as Taoist do every first and fifteen 

day. This is more similar than some Buddhist or Tibetan monks whom also chant 

mantras for the spirits and ghosts that don’t have any one to pray for them. We 

need to help them to reach a more peaceful realm; we also do this in the ‘ghost 

month,’ to help them to reach a better place. 

 

 

3.3.3 Christian Huang  

 

Informant 3. Sales Agent. Resident of Panchiao. Male, 33 years old. Interview date: 

March 30, 2014; Xinyi Road, Taipei. 

 

Christian graduates from the Taiwan Normal University Business School. He and his 

family belong to the Evangelical Christian Church. His grandfather was the first to 

change his religion many years ago when he came to Taiwan from Mainland China in 

1949.  When he was questioned about Taiwanese traditions about ancestor worship, 

praying to ghosts and so on, he said that in his family they rejected anything related to 
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the Taiwanese folk religion. 

 

 In my family we don’t follow any senseless tradition that most Taiwanese do 

 like ‘bai-bai’ or pray for the ghost. We are Christians so, we don’t need to do 

 or follow any of all that ‘crap’. In our house there are no altars or temples for 

 any one. In our religion to have this kind of things is considered as idolatry. 

 But many of the new ‘born’ Christians in our church they have them at home; 

 they don’t know that this is idolatry, but it is! Praying to ancestors to get some 

 favor is wrong, we just pray to Jesus.  In our church we don’t force them to 

 change, they will change slowly with the time, as we did.  

 

He also pointed out that the rituals for funerals for them are very different than those for 

the rest of Taiwanese people.  

 

Our ceremony for funerals is easy; we follow what our ‘minister’ says. We don't 

need to wait for many days, or follow the ‘advice’ of a book [Yellow Book] full of 

contradictory things. The day you die and how you die it is not important, (well, 

only if it was a suicide, he reconsidered). You know, sometimes in Taiwan you 

need to pay more if your die in an accident or so. We are not obligated to pay big 

amount of money for the ceremony, as many traditional funerary places do 

charge. 

 

Christian also mentioned that Taiwanese are changing how they feel about death. 

“Before it was a taboo topic; now they watch television and learn from America that to 

say things such as ‘I love you’ and that crying when someone dies is ok.” However, he 

thinks that is good to cry alone, not in front of everyone. “You see, I still have something 

very Taiwanese,” he joked.  He point out that people now buy insurance, “that was 

unthinkable before!” He remembers that many years ago he advised a family man, about 

48 years old to buy insurance. “That was a very bad idea at that time, his wife got very 

upset with me for suggesting this, she said that I was ‘cursing’ his husband and calling 

for their death.”  
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Another important sign of change in Taiwanese society is that people now think further 

about how they can help others with the idea of organ donation, Christian affirmed.  

 

Some years ago, as Chang and Leung explained in their article “Be a Teacher after 

Death” Chinese traditional values used to block any attempt to donate organs.139  

Christian believes that now it is not only Christians who think about donating their 

organs, “also Buddhist people are promoting this idea between their followers; this is a 

good thing for everyone.” 

 

3.3.4  Tanya Lu (alias)  
 

Informant 4. Former Student. Female, 51 years old. Interviews date: October 12, 2012; 

April 20, 2014. National Chengchi University, Muzha, Taipei. 

 

She is from Taichung but lived in the United States for many years. Tanya is now 

studying in Taiwan again. She was interviewed several times. 

 

For Tanya, the topic of death for Taiwanese depends on which generation you talking to 

about. “If they are old, you will bring sadness back if you ask; if they are young, things 

are not too serious yet,” she explained. However, she agreed that is not a common topic, 

when is related to a family member of someone you respected. She recalled that: 

 

Many years ago, the person who was mourning, used to wear a white armband, 

or somewhere else visible, so that other people will know what happened 

[someone in his family recently dies] but they will never need to ask. This is a 

way of ‘protecting’ from disturbances and at the same time is asking the people 

politely to not ask. I am telling you something bad happened but please don't ask 

me.  [No disturbance, please.]  

 

She mentioned that colors are important “white is the color of death for Chinese people; 

                                                
139 Chang, Hao-Chieh; Leung, Kenneth W. Y. 2005. Be a Teacher After Death: The Message of a Body Donation 
Campaign in Taiwan.  Media Asia; 2005; 32, 2. Pp. 99-105. Proquest Central. 
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red is happiness and so on.” Furthermore she explains that: 

 

In the funerals, people will be advised on how to dress, in the Taoist ceremonies, 

it is black; in the Buddhist sometimes white. Red need to be avoided, the only 

people who can be wearing red for funeral are the fifth generation of the 

deceased, whom are normally kids. If a person dies after 70 years old, it is 

considered a good life or full life, and this is happiness, is red.  

In Chinese if you have great grandsons it means you are older and many 

generations are flowering with your same blood, so, they can wear something 

red.”  

 

However, this was objected in recent time when Ma Ying-jiou mother’s passed away and 

one of the kids in the funeral wear red shoes. This reached the national news and people 

criticized them. 

 

She also mentioned that flowers, for the elder generation, were a symbol of death. 

“Before to gives flowers to someone was an offense because flowers were only for 

death! Currently things changed a bit, but still many people can ‘read’ these signs, 

mostly the elders.”   

 

Tanya said that in Taiwan there are still a lot of beliefs that are very deeply embedded in 

the ‘psyche’ of the people, and although they are educated people, they keep repeating 

the belief without asking why and for no obvious reason. She gave some examples:  

 

If one of your parents dies, then you have to wait at least three years before you 

can tie the knot [get married]. Also, it is believed that if someone in your family 

dies, you shouldn’t go to people houses or celebrate parties, at least for 100 days, 

and even longer if it was one of your parents. Also the ashes of the deceased 

should never enter into his or her house, because they could become a ghost. The 

‘funny’ thing is that before we used to have the body in house for days and days! 

Later -I guess- when it was very awkward to have a body for many days in the 

house and many people entering and leaving your house, they started with the 

idea to put tents outside, so that people could come and visit the deceased at any 
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time. However even now days, people are paranoid to avoid any contact to the 

coffin or the deceased; and since childhood they strongly advised not to look or 

come closer; these are contractions! Another interesting fact is that years ago 

[and less common now] in some areas of Taiwan, people pay for ‘mourners’ to 

cry aloud for a person that they never meet. Nonetheless is impolite and almost a 

‘sin’ that a family member cries for them before the funeral or during the funeral! 

It makes no sense at all.  

 

Tanya also remarked that for Taiwanese it is not easy to let emotions flow:  

 

When my aunty died, my mom didn’t tell me. She waited for many months to let 

me know. I was very angry that I was not even invited to attend my favorite 

auntie’s funeral. Later I understood that her sadness was very deep that she lost 

her words. For Chinese, death is something extremely sad and we are not used to 

express how we feel. If you want to cry, you should do it alone, but even when 

you are alone, you feel guilty; crying is not permissible in our culture. 

 

She also mentioned that the filial piety that children need to demonstrate to their parents 

is so deep in the Chinese culture that even the government provided support to the 

family members who lost someone:  

 

Twenty years or so ago, the government gave many days off to take care of all 

the affairs related to the death of your family member (I think it was about a 

month). At that time, the government also used to give money, maybe because 

before Taiwan was a poor country and people needed support to arrange the 

funeral. Now there are new regulations and the policy changed as well, but 

funerals used to be a big ceremony and one of the most important events in our 

life. 
 
 
3.3.5 Vanesa Hsu  

 

Informant 5. Student of English Literature at Fu Jen Catholic University. Female: 21 
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years old.  Date of the interview: July 03, 2014; Hoping East Road, Taipei. 

 

Vanesa explained that for Taiwanese the topic of death is very sensitive and even more 

when they have to attend to a funeral. 

 

My parents don’t like to receive funeral invitations; they believe this could bring 

them bad luck. However, it all depends on their relationship with the deceased. If 

they have a good relationship and they already know about his death, then 

receiving the letter does not bother them, but sometimes, if there is not a close 

relationship with the deceased, then they feel bothered and irritated, because they 

have to send money and cannot say no. For the other side, if I don’t go it is 

disrespectful to the family and the deceased but if you do go, then you have to 

see and face other people that maybe you don’t want to see or people that you 

don’t want to talk and spend the whole day (or half day) with them at a funeral. 

 

One of the events that she remembers very clearly, was when her grandfather died and 

she needed to fulfill her filial duties with her deceased grandfather as well with her 

parents and uncles: 

 

It was 8 years ago when my grandfather died; he was old about 78. The funeral 

lasted for one week, and the body was at my uncle’s home and people come to 

visit. Everyday the house had to be open 24 hours for visits, even at night and the 

worst is that someone has to be with the body. Because we are the oldest 

grandchildren in the family, my brothers, my sister and I had the obligation to 

stay with his body during the nighttime, from midnight to 6 a.m. I was totally 

frightened, and we couldn’t sleep at night. My case was the worst because in the 

Chinese horoscope my sign is snake, and my mom checked with the Yellow 

Calendar and that year for me it was very important to be away from dead 

people and of course, not to touch a dead body. So I was very careful. I couldn’t 

see my grandfather but my brother told me how he looks. In general, people 

should not touch the dead; it brings bad luck for them and for the deceased.  And 

also, people shouldn’t come in the evening for visits but there are some people 
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that just have time for visit at night. 

 

When she was asked about how the funeral rites were decided, she explained that for 

Taiwanese is very important to follow the traditional way but this is very complicated 

and also costly. In the case of her family, her mom, her uncles and aunties decided. 

   

My grandma got very angry. There was a big fight in my family. My mom and 

her brothers and sisters didn’t want to have a very traditional and complicated 

funeral, but my grandmother was very angry and she wanted to have very 

traditional funeral for him [her husband]. At the end she was very annoyed 

because many of the rituals were omitted and she suffers until this day thinking if 

this was good or bad for my grandfather. We need to be good son and daughters, 

is our responsibility to take care of this in the best way. 

 

Vanesa also remarked on how severely she feels her responsibility to be a good daughter 

and do not die before her mom: 

 

I will feel very guilty if I die before my mom; if I die in an accident would be 

terrible, it is my duty to protect myself and avoid this pain to my parents. I 

should be very responsible with my parents. I am always very careful when I 

travel or even in the street. I don’t want to cause any pain to my parents. 

 

 

In Taiwanese culture, as Tan (2003: 195) and Caltonhill (2002: 64) mentioned, dying at 

home and in the company of the family is considered to be a good death. In Taiwan, 

when a person is close to his or her death, they are taken back home to die there and not 

in the hospital. Vanessa said that this is an important custom to follow for her parents: 

 

I think that for me, for example, it is ok to die outside my house. Where I die it is 

not important, but I think that for my parents this is extremely important. Also, 

for us [Taiwanese culture] is disrespectful to die before your parent’s do, maybe 

that is why he [Eric] wasn’t brought back home after he was declared dead at the 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

98 
 

98 

hospital. 

 

Vanesa agreed that Taiwanese follow many rituals and she said that this could be seen as 

superstitious. When she was asked about what she thinks about the number four, she said 

that new generation does not follow this idea so seriously. However, when she was 

questioned if she would have a phone number with many fours, or live on the fourth 

floor of a house, she said she would avoid it. “I think the number four is ok, when other 

people will use it, but not for me.” 

 

She mentioned that there are many things that Taiwanese kids need to avoid and to 

follow. For example all the advices related to the ghost month [such as not go to swim; 

do not whistle at night, etc.] and never writing names in red color. She can’t explain why 

she needs to follow these things, but she said she does. “I was told as a child that I 

should not look at funerals or if someone has had an accident, it was better not to even 

glimpse. This is something that I follow even now, but don’t ask me why, I just do it.”  

 
 
3.4  In-depth Interviews: Foreigners    
 

In general, foreigners are not immune from the cryptic world of the death in Taiwan. It is 

really uncommon that a foreigner is invited to funerals in Taiwan, because funerals are 

only for the very close family members and close friends. Most foreigners do not have 

any first-hand experience associated to death in Taiwan, and those who have had some 

experience have also felt cultural shock when they find out the traditions that are 

associated with death. 

 

3.4.1 Edie Rose 

 

She is from United States with over 20 years living in Taiwan, explained that for her, 

now all the traditions and ceremonies are normal and actually kind of interesting. 

However she remembers that when she first moved to Taiwan six people in her 

neighborhood died during a term of just two years. “We have to step around the 
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mourners when we left our flat because the tent was set up right outside our door. I 

remember thinking that it was a bit odd to keep the body for 49 days until I found out 

that it was iced”, she recalled. She is the only foreign source who attended a funeral in 

past years and she said it was interesting see the people talking and have a kind of 

‘show’ in honor for the deceased.  

 

3.4.2 Boukare Tapsoba  

 

Boukare is from Burkina Faso, Ph.D. graduate from Taiwan National University, the 

most shocking issue was not only the long period to keep the body but also that 

Taiwanese do not invite neighbors or friends to their funerals. 

 

Back home, the neighbors are the first to know about the death, they are the most 

important people for you! They watch your back when you are not at home, and 

even take care of you while you sleep! In my country, they will help you to 

inform the entire village; they will help the family who suffer the loss in 

everything they need, even to dig the space [grave] for the deceased. 

 

Boukare lived in Taiwan for ten years and he didn’t hear any Taiwanese classmate or 

colleague at work talking about the loss of a loved one. Boukare is Muslim and he 

explained that in his native country, Burkina Faso, when a person died, they should 

buried the body the same day, a custom not only for Muslims but for everyone 

[including other religions] in his country. “For us is very important to bury the person on 

the same day. It doesn’t matter if he died at 5 p.m. he needs to be buried the same day,” 

he explained. Boukare was very surprised to learn that in Taiwan people will try to keep 

the body as long as possible even as long as 49 days. 

 

He also explained that for them the death of someone is a communal thing, everybody 

needs to know and help the family who suffered the lost. 

 

Many people cry, man and woman, if they feel to do it. We show our emotions in 

those moments, how much we care about the deceased and also his family. For 
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our culture it is very important to communicate the news as soon as possible, so 

they even radio broadcast who died, so that people can come to help or after 

some days, to come for his funeral.  

 

3.4.3 Madeline Mills  
 

Madeline is Canadian and studies at National Chengchi University. For her, death in 

Taiwanese terms is ‘unknown’. She explained that none of her Taiwanese friends have 

ever talked to her about the loss of their loved ones, in her six years living and working 

in Taiwan. However, she mentioned that she was shock when a fellow student died and 

she was not allowed to tell the other classmates.  

 

I have had some experiences of death in Taiwan, which have led me to 

experience ‘culture shock’. When I started working in a small school, I had a 

special kid with some health problems. I was told that he had been fine up until a 

few months. He had a series of seizures and was losing his mental abilities. His 

parents kept him in language school because they were hopeful for his recovery. 

He ended up leaving the class at the end of the semester. I was told about a year 

later by my school manager (because I had specifically asked) that he had passed 

away. I was shocked and asked whether or not we should inform his former 

classmates (whom had known him for three years  and were old enough, 12 years  

 

 

old to understand what happened). My manager said that we weren’t going to tell 

them because it would just upset them. According to my culture, this was a 

strange way to deal with the situation. When I was 10, my teacher's nephew 

passed away suddenly and she was incredibly distraught, but she took that as an 

opportunity to talk to us all about death, cried in front of us and taught us how to 

mourn. I felt that this experience showed a profound difference in approach to 

death between our two cultures. 
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3.4.4 Marie Marti (alias) 
 

 Marie is French and lived in Taiwan for more than 20 years also finds that dealing with 

deal in Taiwan is quite different that in her country. The most shocking issue for her is 

how the Taiwanese deal with money issues, even in moments of pain. “For me was 

disgusting to see how one of my foreign friends was asked for money in a moment when 

he was burying his Taiwanese wife; her family came to him several times and didn’t 

respect his sadness and pain. I guess because he was a foreigner so they treated him 

differently.  

 

When she was asked about the custom of let the body waiting for so long to be buried, 

she also mentioned that “for me it is kind of weird to wait for so long to bury them; I 

don’t really want to think to deep about it; it is too long,” she expounded.  

 

3.4.5 Alvaro (alias) 

 

One of the informants, who didn’t want to be identified, described two of his most 

shocking moments in Taiwan. For the research proposes he is called Alvaro. 

 

A guy who I like very much in my office didn’t come for work for many days. I 

asked many colleagues and no one told me where he was. After some days of 

keeping asking, someone told me that he has a ‘lost’; I understood that someone 

die in his family. When he came back, I came to his desk and gave him my 

condolences  with  a  hug  and  I  started  to  ask  him  who  has  died, the funeral 

service, small things that back home are normal to ask, thinking that may help 

him to share and release his pain. After the conversation he avoided me and he 

didn't want to talk to me again. Later I understood that what I did was not well 

received and it was seen as intromission in something very personal and private.  

 

The second experience was when he was trying to get the heart of a Taiwanese girl many 

years ago, so he looked for the biggest brunch of white flowers that he could find, and I 

found her reaction strange. “She was in disbelief in her door and didn’t know what to do 
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with the flowers,” he admitted. After some days of her turning his calls down, he asked a 

friend and she told me “Man! You are a fool, in Taiwan flowers [and specially white 

flowers] are only for the dead!”   

 

3.4.6  Mark Robinson  
 

Mark is an exchange student from the United Kingdom, said that he was very surprised 

to learn that Taiwanese shouldn’t cry during the funeral ceremony or beforehand.  

 

“My friend lost her grandfather and she loved him so much but I never saw her 

crying or talking about it, not even when she received the news during our class. 

I saw her face and I went out to ask her if everything was right, she said that her 

beloved grandfather died. She skipped some classes and when I met her again I 

asked her if she was ok. We talked for a bit and for me was weird that she didn’t 

cry when she received the news. So I asked her why and she told me that for 

Taiwanese is important not to cry. She feels so guilty because if she cries it could 

harm the grandpa. I didn’t understand so I asked her why? She told me that his 

spirit would see that she is sad and won’t leave. She told me that even on her 

own room she would not cry, she was afraid to cause pain to him.” 

 

Chapter 4: In-depth Interview Findings and Sample Survey Analysis  

4.1. In-depth Interviews and Main Findings 
 
It was decided to use in-depth interviews, as mentioned earlier, because the research 

subject it is very sensitive and perhaps inappropriate to discuss openly in Taiwanese 

society. As it is well known, in-depth interviews are a qualitative instrument that allows 

the researcher to obtain confidential and secure information from the source. At the 

beginning of the research in 2011, a general survey was made but the answers produced 

results that didn’t match with the behaviors observed.  For this reason, it was suggested 

by one of the specialists consulted to use the in-depth interview method to gain an 

insight and better view of the individual’s ideas compared to their behaviors.  
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There are also two other reasons behind this decision: 

• As mentioned in Chapter Two, Literature Review, it was difficult to find 

information directly related to how society perceived death in Taiwan 

 
• As per the motivation to study this topic, it was important to recollect the events 

surrounding the death of Eric Chang, viewed from the perspective of some of the 

actors that were part of this event. 

 

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured form of three to six leading open-

ended questions (see Appendix 1), allowing then to respond and take time to rememorize 

the events and how they saw them. Four of the interviews were made in the house of the 

author; meanwhile the others were in quiet coffee places and restaurants around Taipei. 

The time for these interviews varied from 40 minutes to 3 hours; giving individual time 

to each participant to allow them to express feelings, fears, thoughts and ideas that 

maybe they would not share if another method was used.   

For the Taiwanese interviewee cases, all the interviews were held in person at different 

dates; occasionally when there was a meeting with all of them, the topic surfaced and 

some other comments about the topic emerged. It is important to mention that some of 

the interviews required follow up questions to clarify some aspects or add more 

information.  

 

4.1.2 Participants 
 

A total of 18 in-depth interviews were conducted, these were in three groups: 

Group 1 – Eric’s classmates: 

• Fran Hsu 

• Susana Yash 

• Viviana Wu 

• Eusebio Kuo 

• Esperanza Wang  

• Vera Chen 
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• Lola (one of the classmates requested not be identify for personal reasons) 

 

In this group there are also other classmates who were interviewed about the topic but 

for time reason it was not possible to complete their version. Claudia, Kate, Elena and 

Natalia. 

 

Group 2 – Taiwanese who did not know Eric Chang but they were willing to collaborate 

with the research. In three cases the participants asked to use an ‘alias’ because of work 

and personal reasons. 

• Vanesa Hsu 

• Tanya Lu (alias, she asked to not be identify with her real name) 

• Liana Liang (fictitious name, in her work they do not allow her to use her 

real name)  

• Christian Huang 

• Juana Lee (asked not be identified with her real name) 

 

It is important to point out that many anonymous people who completed the survey 

made some comments about death related issues. Also, in topics such ghost month, and 

Taiwan traditional rituals, other Taiwanese helped sharing information with the author, 

but most of them refused to be named for this paper.  The last group is foreigners who 

have been living in Taiwan and agreed to participate in this research. Two people 

requested to not use their real name; one because didn’t want to upset her Taiwanese 

friends in case that some one she knows read the paper; and the other because now is 

married and her wife is not happy when he speaks about his Taiwanese ex-girlfriends.  

 

Group 3 – Foreigners in Taiwan 

• Madeline Milles 

• Boukare Tapsoba 

• Edie Rose 

• Marie Marti (alias)   

• Alvaro (alias) 
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• Mark Robinson 

 

The complete material of the In-depth interviews is contained in Chapter 3. 

 
4.1.3 Outcomes and Findings 
 

The in-depth interviews collected many similar opinions and descriptions about death 

and the reasons why it is so hard for Taiwanese to talk about it. The age, place where 

they come from, education and religious orientation did make not a significant 

difference to the answers to certain questions. Gender, is not a reference because there 

was only two male interviewees, therefore this is not a parameter to make conclusive 

inferences. However, most of their answers have very similar conclusions. After 

completing many of the interviews it was decided to generate a sample survey to verify 

and reaffirm some of the concepts identified in the in-depth interviews by questioning a 

larger sample group to address to answer the Research Questions.  Below is the result of 

the main conclusions, grouped by topic and relation to the Research Questions. 

 

4.1.4 Death and Emotions Don’t Mix 

 

First at all, the simple concept of death in Taiwan is still a big taboo and should be 

avoided as a conversation subject when it becomes personal. All the Taiwanese 

informants said that it was fine talking about death, but not when is related to them or 

when the event had just happened. For many of them, talking about their dead relatives 

was uncomfortable and in a certain way not respectful.  No one expressed any negative 

or ‘bad’ comment about their dead relatives. They always described the stories and that 

they felt for the deceased with profound respect and caring. Some of them lower the 

voice and whisper their ideas, as if someone else was watching them.  

 

All the interviewees consistently agreed on one point, it is hard for them to express 

emotions when someone very close to them dies. Another issue of agreement was that 

talking about death with others and even within their family group is not normal or usual 

in Taiwan.  
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Most of them felt free to talk to a foreigner about their feelings and how they perceived 

death, but assured that it will be not the same, if a Taiwanese person was doing the 

research. Some of them cried during the interview when remembering things.  

 

As the author experienced, the next day after she learnt about Eric’s death, she needed to 

teach and she was waiting for the elevator in LTTC [school were she worked] and her 

tears started to run down her face. A woman that she hardly knows entered the elevator 

and saw her crying. She asked her what happened and the teacher told her about her 

student’s death. The woman stopped the elevator and took her into the restroom and she 

also started to cry. She told the teacher this was the first time that she was crying for the 

death of her sister, who passed away a couple of years before. She told the teacher that 

she hates Taiwan rules about how to behave and she had kept all her pain for many years 

without letting it out. They cried for a long time together. 

 

These events give further evidence about the general idea of the interview participants 

when they were asked about death and emotions were clear: do not express your pain or 

sadness in any way. 

 

The participants emphasized that they need to refrain from showing emotion primarily 

before the deceased’s funeral ceremony but also after it. This goes to the extreme point 

where they also refrain themselves of grieving when they are by themselves. Most of 

them said that the best thing was not to display any kind of sad emotion at any time. This 

could be seen as part of the necessity to fit in the expected behavior of their society and 

their family group; or, going a bit more deeper, to fulfill the belief that any kind of 

grieving could harm the soul of their deceased beloved one. 

 

When an explanation of their behavior was directly requested, the answer came in two 

parts; the first and the main reason that most of them gave was to “avoid that the 

deceased person remaining attached to this realm,” [as they believe that the soul of the 

dead person is still around and can see the suffering of those in this realm]. The second 

reason was that they didn’t know how to express their emotions, a learnt behavior since 
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they are kids. Taiwanese are taught to refrain from openly expressing any kind of 

emotion; any feelings of happiness, sadness or love need to be discreet.  

 

In Taiwan it is normal to see people laughing with their hands covering their mouths, 

and scenes of affection such as a kiss in public or even holding hands, is rare even in 

2014. Crying in a public place is almost unseen and unheard of. One of the participants 

admitted that for him was very hard to see people crying because he didn’t know what to 

do or how to react. He also was very specific to say that he didn’t cry for Eric. Other 

participants also mentioned that they don’t know how to comfort his friends or family 

member when a death happens. 

 

For other side, Vanesa Hsu, a student interviewed not related to Eric’s case, said that she 

would feel really bad if she died in an accident before her parents. This sense of filial 

piety goes to the extreme that make individuals feel self-blame and fear just imagining 

situations that actually are out of their hands, such as dying in an accident. 

 

The interviews show that expressions of love, such as saying, “I love you” to your 

parents is inadmissible in Chinese culture. This is also very close to the other topic, if 

you don’t express your feelings verbally your emotions will stay inside and therefore 

there is not an emotional outcome, therefore talking is a problem and should be avoided.  

 

 

4.1.5 Silence is Preferred 
 

All Group 1 and Group 2 participants said that death is not a common discussion topic 

nor a pleasant topic to share or discuss at home or with family. Some of them said that 

talking about the death of someone you don’t know or you don’t care about, as a casual 

conversation, is okay, but when death is coming to your door, it is a prohibited word. 

 

All of the Group 1 and Group 2 interviewees said that they like to give good news, but 

the death of someone is always seen as bad news or bad luck. For them silence is better 

and not even to say a word. Taiwanese are not confrontational, so they avoid facing this 
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topic as much as they can. That is why no one wanted to answer the phone or meet the 

teacher after Eric’s death avoiding giving bad news; avoiding explaining what had 

happened and avoiding comforting her. This way they were also preventing opening up 

and talking about how they feel. 

 

During the collection of data some participants in Group 1 objected to the point of view 

of the researcher when they were questioned about the reasons why they didn’t inform 

her about the death of Eric. Until that moment they realized they didn’t have an answer.  

 

They know and talked to each other and how to handle it but no one wanted to be the 

first to deliver the bad news. They just spoke by email and sometimes by brief 

conversations over the phone. Following their normal behavior facing death, no one 

made a meeting to reunite the classmates and talk about Eric until his funeral; where 

everyone was pushed by the teacher to do it.  

 

Everyone in Group 1 was suffering and thinking how to cease the pain individually. 

Silence about what they felt was the predominant attitude. Once they opened up, all the 

participants said that they felt much better and it was easier to let go the feeling of loss. 

In this case, silence said more than words and it was the clue to understand their culture. 

 

 

4.1.6 Nonbelievers Still Follow 

 

Most of Group 1 and Group 2 are university graduates, have travelled to foreign 

countries, some of then even had lived outside Taiwan for long periods of time, but most 

still follow some [or all] folk traditions in Taiwan, such as ancestor worship, ‘bai-bai’ 

and do follow the funeral rituals, even though some said they don’t believe in them. 

 

When there were asked why they followed such traditions several of them said they 

didn’t know the real reason. Many said that they don’t want to upset their parents, so 

they keep the traditions. Others said that is a custom from their family therefore they 

follow. One person (Esperanza) said that for her it was important to do the rituals just in 
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case the ‘afterlife’ and all the traditions that the Taiwanese believe in, are in-fact real.  

 

For Group 1 and Group 2, it is very difficult to accept straightforwardly in the belief of 

‘super natural experiences;’ however, this entered into conflict when many of them 

expressed that they didn’t want to cry because they are afraid that the souls of the 

deceased could become stuck in this reality.  

 

Growing up and living all their life in a society where is common to pray in the street to 

ghosts, deities and ancestors, is something that cannot be erased easily even with 

rational thought. Taiwanese look to stay in the ‘middle’ so it is easier not to say that you 

don’t believe, but said that is possible. For Group 1 and 2, there is always a doubt 

between what is real and what is not. How to not believe, -somehow- in rituals that have 

been done for generations. The repetition of the ritual, as several writers mentioned, 

gives the validation that at least, the ritual is a real thing. They don’t understand why but 

it doesn’t matter, they are very faithful to their belief systems and mainly to their duty as 

good siblings. 

 

4.1.7 I Need to Be Good:  Filial Piety Principle 

 

Filial Piety is the first command for the Taiwanese interviewed. Following Confucius 

maxima is one of the biggest worries for all of them.  The Group 1 and 2 were very 

clearly attached to the concept of filial piety, and that they will obey their parents and 

older relatives to fulfill their duty of being respectful and grateful. To be filial is part of 

who they are; what they could possible want against what their family demanded it is 

not for discussion. Group 1 and 2, will certainly not contradict the wishes of their loved 

one and even more when it is related to how they want to be treated in death. From a 

foreigner’s perspective, their obedience to the concept of filial piety, it is out of 

imagination. 

 

Not to discuss death related subjects and not to express emotions are linked with filial 

piety, they were taught to not talk about it, therefore, and they don’t. They were taught to 

not cry during the funerals, correspondingly, they don’t contradict or oppose the norm; 
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they just do it. Otherwise they will be blamed for not being filial so therefore being 

disrespectful to their parents. They avoid conflict as was mentioned before, and they 

don’t question what they are asked to do in order to be filial.  

 

Even a young participant said that she would do what their parents asked her to do for 

their funeral; in one case the filial duty was so extreme that she was worried of dying 

before her parents and cause them pain for being a ‘bad daughter.’  

After interviewing Group 1 and 2, it was clear how this concept was deeply rooted in the 

mind of Taiwanese people, which is something that is very difficult for a foreigner to 

understand. 

 

4.1.8 Non-Taiwanese Cannot Understand 
 

There are many issues related to death that are hard to understand for the foreigners 

interviewed, and probably more widely. For most Taiwanese the idea of keeping the 

body of a family member [frozen in a hospital or in the morgue] for many days, or even 

weeks until the right day for the funeral, is fairly normal but for a foreigner this idea 

sounds outrage and bizarre.  Furthermore when they learnt that the date of the funeral 

was chosen based in the prediction of a book [the Yellow Calendar or Yellow Book] 

which advises the best day based on the birthdate of the deceased, the day he or she dies; 

and the cause of the death.  

 

 

The average time to wait before the burial is 49 days. Not many Westerners could take 

this seriously because only in extreme cases [like when the family member is not in 

country] would they consider to delay the funeral for some days. 

 

The in-depth interviews did not explore deeply the topic of funeral rituals and the 

detailed procedures, rituals involved; neither other topics such as ghosts, ancestors and 

the belief of ‘afterlife’. However, the following list points out the main aspects that most 

foreigners in Group 3 commented on that sounded very different or strange about 

Taiwanese culture: 
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1. The long period of time required before ‘burying’ their loved ones 

2. The absence of  ‘tears’ or external feelings during mourning time 

3. The secretive way of behaving facing death  

4. The complex rituals that the family must to do  

5. The ‘irrational’ obedience to rituals and parental wishes 

6. Different ways to view death, trying to cover it up as a way to avoid 

feelings 

7. The silence, some of Group 3 said that they didn’t even know that the 

person was suffering the lost of a love one because it was never obvious 

or they were never notified 

8. One person mentioned that the focus on money is too intense even when 

they talk about death, so she was very disgusted and upset about it 

 

 

4.2 Survey Results 

4.2.1 Survey Preparation & Content 
 

The survey was prepared to gather information to verify the answers collected during the 

in-depth interviews. The survey aims to formalize results of people’s feelings and 

thoughts about highly sensitive issues, such as the topic of the death of a close person 

for Taiwanese.  

 

The first attempt to survey was conducted in 2011 and was designed to verify the 

information as well as to understand the underlying meaning of the answers that were 

given during the in-depth interviews. This first survey received replies from more than 

forty people by email, unfortunately there were big inconsistences and the answers did 

not properly reflect the thoughts that the other participants expressed in the interviews. It 

was discovered that the English version did not correctly transmit the right questions 

when it was translated into Chinese.  

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

112 
 

112 

There was a second survey based on the advice of fellow classmates and friends, some 

of the earlier questions were eliminated. Their criticism was that there were too many 

questions; questions were very direct; and the topic was ‘uncomfortably’ personal for 

many people, so some participants suggested that the answers were not reflecting the 

true feelings of Taiwanese. The second survey (Appendix 2) was made with a paragraph 

in the introduction, which indicated the topic of the research, and allowed that the 

person, if they felt it was too personal or awkward, to stop completing the survey. After 

some answers were found to be incomplete and not many people were cooperating to fill 

it up, thus a third sample survey was prepared. 

 

The third survey is a long version (Appendix 3) which was completed by 30 participants 

initially to verify the contents; participants of all ages and religions, and based on their 

opinions, and as well the most important data collected from the in-depth interviews; a 

short survey version (Appendix 4) was finally shaped. 

 

It is important to note that to prepare the survey was more difficult than first expected, 

firstly because the author’s native language is Spanish and the survey was written in 

English; and then it needed to be translated to Chinese for use by local Taiwanese. The 

topic requires the use of words and emotions in the questions that are unusual and 

sensitive, to the point where three Taiwanese translators could not agree on the correct 

wording in Chinese for some of the questions; finally the Chinese version was agreed 

and translated back to English. 

 

The paper-based surveys were distributed by hand at shopping centers, restaurants, 

university, and metro station, all in Taipei. Others were emailed around, whilst an online 

Google based survey was also prepared but not used at the end for inconsistencies in the 

format.  

 

Some of the respondents found it difficult to participate, some refused point blank to 

take part due to nature of the topic; others wrote answers quickly [possibly to escape the 

subject] and made errors on the forms, whilst others tried to write their answers in a 

mixture of Chinese and English. Whilst over 200 surveys were completed, only 104 
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were of high enough quality to be analyzed in this thesis. The completed surveys are too 

voluminous and have not been included in this thesis, but are available on request. 

 

4.2.2 Structuring the Questions  
 

The questionnaire was planned to have interlinked questions to prove that the results are 

coherent and congruent. However, the results showed common contradictions in 

Question 1 (Do you think that talking to others about the death of a close family 

member or love one is common in Taiwan?); Question 4 (Do you feel confortable 

talking to others about the death of a good friend or family member?); and Question 8 

(In Taiwan, is it normal to talk or speak openly about the death of a family member, or 

loved one with others that are not your close family?), as will be discussed. 

 

Questions 2, 5 and 7 have the same categories of persons to whom, participants will 

share or not share the news or feelings about the death of a loved one; and compare with 

someone they are not too close to. These questions were formulated to find out 

tendencies and consistencies.  

 

Aforementioned, during the in-depth interview most of the participants said that when 

they are sad for the death of a close relative they didn’t talk about it with others or share 

their sorrow with anyone; furthermore they couldn't explain why they didn’t release their 

sad emotions. The survey questions 3, 5, and 6 were designed to verify if a general 

assumption could be formed. 

Questions 9, 10 and 11 who’s subjects are related to ‘common folk knowledge’ were 

formulated to verify how normal it is to find patterns of belief in Taiwanese people, 

which are directly associated to certain beliefs, such as staying away from funeral or 

death related issues. 

 

Questions 13, 14, and 15 were planned to check the concept of filial piety and the 

obedience of Taiwanese to their traditions. Also, it was interesting to discover that 

people who said they have no religion still opt to observe and follow Taiwanese death 

rituals, which is contradictory.  
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Question 15, asked people to think about their own death, this question it shocked many 

participants. Some people didn’t respond and others said that they had never thought 

about it. This question corroborates that Taiwanese people think that the tradition 

Taiwanese customs are still relevant and preferred.  

 

4.2.3 Survey Results and Discussion 

 
The tables below have been extracted from the raw data contained in an excel file. The 

first part of the questionnaire collected general information on demographics and was 

developed so that people do not wish to be identified could remain anonymous. An 

example of the question sheet can be found in Appendix 7 General Questions. 

 

In these questions the demographic nature of the survey group is describe by gender, 

age, education and religion, which were thought to be the most important variables to be 

considered in the analysis, the results are shown in Table 2 below. 

 

A total of 49 males and 55 women helped completed the survey. It is important to 

mention that in the beginning, there were only few men that wanted to help. The 

researcher needed to target and almost ‘beg’ some of the males to help her with the 

research. 

It is the same case for age groups. Strong resistance from people in the age group of 60 

and above was found. Only three people accepted to help, two males and one woman 

and it was really difficult. Many other people who were asked to participate gave 

excuses such as “I can’t see or read;” “I don’t understand;” or “I do not have time.” Also 

some potential participants took the survey but never returned it. Interestingly, most of 

the in-depth interviewees who knew about the research topic did not want to invite their 

parents to fill up the survey. The major group of contributors was those between 20 and 

39 years old and with higher education, such as University students or above.  
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Table 2 – Survey Demographics 
 

 
 

 

One interesting finding is that the highest percentage of people (33 percent) said that 

they did not practice any religion. However, when checking this against the answers to 

Question 12 (Do you think it is important to follow all the traditional rituals for the 

funeral of your loved one?) for a subset of those with no religion, 41 percent of the 

answers were maybe; 21 percent said that it was important and 32 percent said no; 

which showed more irregularities.   

 

Female	 55 53%
Male 49 47%
Total 104 100%

Age	Group Female Male Total %
Under	20	years 9 8 17 16%
Group	2 34 26 60 58%
Group	3 11 13 24 23%
Group	4 1 2 3 3%
Total 55 49 104 100%

High	School 20 19%
Techincal	College 15 14%
University 48 46%
Masters	/	PHD 20 19%
No	Answer 1 1%
Total 104 100%

Buddist 18 17%
Taoist 10 10%
Taoist-Buddist 21 20%
Christian 7 7%
No	Religion 34 33%
Other	Religion 8 8%
No	Answer 6 6%
Total 104 100%

AGE

GENDER

EDUCATION

RELIGION
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When facing Question 14 (If a family member dies, for his/her funeral would you 

ALWAYS:) the results showed that many most of the participants will follow the wishes 

of their parents as a first choice (30 people); ask the elders as a second choice (18 

persons) and 13 people said that they will follow what Taiwanese folk customs advice, 

which infers and contradicts their preference of No Religion.    

 

Question 1 
The first direct question that introduces the participants to the topic of death is Question 

1 shown in Table 3 below.  The results show that 69 percent of people think that talking 

about death is common in Taiwan. However, when this question is contrasted with the 

results of Question 8 (In Taiwan, is it normal to talk or speak openly about the death of a 

family member, or loved one with others that are not your close family?), in Table 10, 76 

percent of people said that it was not common. This large contradiction was found the 

earlier surveys also although not recorded here. When some of the participants were 

consulted about why they chose these answers, their response was that after filling up 

the other questions about death, they were more empathetic to the topic and felt more 

personally connected to the questions and the topic. It is important to notice that only a 

few cases were consistent in their answers all the way through the survey. 

 

 

Table 3 - Survey Question 1 

 
         

 

Question 2 

 
For Question 2, in Table 4 below, it was required to fill up all the categories of people to 

whom they will share the death of their relatives. There are several categories that in 

Question	1

Response
Overall 72 69% 31 30% 1 1% 104 100%

Do	you	think	that	talking	to	others	about	the	death	of	a	close	family	
member	or	love	one	is	common	in	Taiwan?				

TotalNo	AnswerNoYes
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English or Spanish do make any not sense. However, Taiwanese people use very specific 

terms to define every relationship clearly. It was necessary to make this distinction, so 

that people would think in context about this.  

 

Therefore there are two categories for colleagues at work, that can be defined as closer 

to the person, and distant or not too friendly to the person; family members, which are 

close and distant relatives; friends are divided into good friends, acquaintances and 

people I know, which in the Chinese language is different that in English or Spanish.  

 
The category of boss and teacher was included because even though many people will 

not inform his boss or teacher as a sympathy gesture; they have to do it because they 

need to get approval to take leave. The second column shows the category ‘I will not 

tell,’ which forces the participant to clearly select an answer, which verifies who they do 

not intend to tell, rather than a blank answer.  

 
The results of the second question, whereby most respondents said that they would 

inform their close friends as first choice (94 percent); second was acquaintances (84 

percent) which is very surprising that appears before telling this to close relatives or 

family (82 percent). It is interesting to note that a 61 percent marked that they will not 

tell about the death of a family member to distant relatives, whereas it could be expected 

that relatives would be told first. Also it is interesting to see that they are very unlikely to 

discuss this with general colleagues (80 percent) or people that they do not know.  
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            Table 4 - Survey Question 2 

 
 

 

Question 3 
Question 3 contained in Table 5 below is looking to reveal emotional behaviors of the 

participants when losing someone close. The results indicate a similar number of 40-45 

percent that males and females said that they do share their emotions. This percentage is 

quite high compared with the responses in the in-depth interviews. Even though the 

majority 60 percent females and 55 percent males said that do not show any emotions, 

there does appear to be reason to doubt these results and explore further with new 

questions in any future study.  

 

It is also important to notice that males and females have very similar percentages, 

meaning no gender differential, which is also unexpected. When this result was checked 

across religions the results were again similar. This would tend to imply that the 

reactions are cultural and not related to gender or religion. 

 

 

 
 
 

Question	2

To	Whom
Acquaintances 87 84% 12 12% 5 5%

My	boss
(If	I	am	working) 58 56% 40 38% 6 6%
Distant	relatives 39 38% 63 61% 2 2%
Close	friends 98 94% 6 6% 0 0%

My	colleagues	at	work
(closer	ones) 75 72% 26 25% 3 3%

		My	close	family	/	relatives 85 82% 18 17% 1 1%
My	neighbours 27 26% 75 72% 2 2%

My	colleagues	at	work
(general) 18 17% 83 80% 3 3%

My	ex-classmates 26 25% 75 72% 3 3%
People	I	know	/	common	friends 19 18% 82 79% 3 3%

My	Teacher 46 44% 52 50% 6 6%

Yes No No	answer

If	your	very	close	family	member	or	loved	one	dies,	(mom,	father,	sister,	brother,	son	or	
daughter,	wife/husband)	would	you	speak	about	his/her	death	to	:
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Table 5 - Survey Question 3 

 

 
 

Question 4 

The results to Question 4, was designed to focus respondents attention on their feelings 

underlining the special relation with the decease. As it revealed in Table 6 below, 

indicate that 41 percent are comfortable to talk about death, but if combined with 

Question 1, it would infer that there must be many who talk “uncomfortably” about 

death to reach the 69 percent recorded in Question 1. This answer reflex more 

similarities with those received during the in-depth interviews and revealed 

inconsistencies with the answers obtained in Questions 1 and Question 8. 

 

Table 6 - Survey Question 4 

 
 

 

Question 5 
For Question 5, shown in Table 7 below, only three answer choices were made available, 

this was deliberate and forced participants to specifically choose from one (most 

important) to three (less important) in an attempt to verify their answers to Question 2. 

Question	3	

Total
All 44 42% 60 58% 104

Females 22 40% 33 60% 55
Males 22 45% 27 55% 49

Broken	down	into:

Religion Females	-	Yes Males	-	Yes Females	+	Males	-	Yes
Buddists 40% 63% 50%
Taoists 50% 33% 40%
Taoist-Buddists 36% 30% 33%
Christians 40% 50% 43%
No	Religion 40% 42% 41%

Yes No

If	you	feel	sad	about	the	death	of	a	close	person,	do	you	show	any	emotions?		

Question	4	

Yes No No	answer
All 43 60 1
% 41% 58% 1%

Do	you	feel	comfortable	talking	to	others	about	the	
death	of	a	good	friend	or	family	member?
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The categories were mixed differently to Question 2  (not added as before), so that 

participants needed to focus and think carefully about their answers. Most participants 

reported that when a loved one passed, their first choice would be to share feelings with 

close friends (56 people), then close family member (34 people). Again, it is interesting 

to observe that from an overall view they will not inform their colleagues at work (only 

one person), distant relatives (5), boss (9), neighbors (2) or common friends (2). This 

question also introduced a new category, ‘No one’ just to see if they will choose it, three 

persons did it as a first choice; and seven people choose it as a third option.  These 

results reveal more consistency with the in-depth interviews.  

 

Table 7 - Survey Question 5 

 
 

Question 6 
Question 6 was written with negative wording to induce the respondents to consider the 

question from a different point of view and provide a more meaningful response, which 

should reduce any acquiescent bias and reduce the extreme response bias. It was also 

allowed as alternative response to write other comments if participants felt that some 

other answer was more suitable. Table 8 below presents the results and shows that many 

believe that the reasons that they do not talk about death is because it is too painful (40 

people); but a similar number of people also choose that they do not mind to talk about it 

(43 people) which matches responses to Question 4, but does not match responses of 

Question	5

Response First	Choice Second	Choice Third	Choice Overall
My	colleagues

(general) 0 0 1 1
Close	relatives 34 14 14 62
common	friends 0 0 2 2
neighbours 0 0 2 2

classmates	or	ex-classmates 2 4 4 10
close	colleagues 1 10 27 38
My	Teacher 0 3 2 5
no-one 3 1 7 11

close	friends 56 28 4 88
people	I	know	/	acquantances 8 34 24 66

my	boss 0 3 6 9
distant	relatives 0 4 1 5

no	answer 0 3 10 13
Total	 104 104 104 312

For	the	death	of	a	loved	one	,	with	whom	do	youshare	your	sad	feelings	or	sorrow
(Choose	the	3	most	important	in	order)	
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Question 8. Few people mentioned culture or family learning behavior as a reason, 

which contradicts the results of the in-depth interviews. Five people thought it shows a 

lack of respect to talk about it.  

 

Table 8 - Survey Question 6              

 
 

It is important to mention that this question was formulated in a very open and general 

way. (What are the reasons why you do not like to talk about death?) After the analysis 

another possibility for future research to obtain more specific answers it is to add at the 

end of the question the words: “What are the reasons why you do not like to talk about 

death of your loved ones? This could drive the respondents to focus their attention to a 

more personal occurrence.  

 

Question 7 

Question 7 was created to verify the significance of the individual who dies and if this 

has a direct relation to the way that Taiwanese will handle the issue and the 

communication they will use for these cases. As was mentioned before, if someone ‘I 

just know’ dies (which not significant or important relation for the participant), the topic 

Question	6	:

Reason First	Choice Second	Choice Third	Choice Overall
My	culture	does	not	allow	such	talks 3 5 5 13

It	is	too	painful 40 18 3 61
I	don't	want	to	provoke	a	"good	

brother"	ghost	 1 2 4 7
Within	my	family	such	taks	are	not	

allowed 3 10 4 17
I	feel	it	would	attract	bad	luck	or	evil 2 3 2 7

Fear	of	the	unknown	world 4 11 8 23
I	don’t	mind	to	talk	about	it 43 6 8 57
I	feel	it	is	a	lack	of	respect 5 9 17 31

Other 2 4 1 7
No	Answer 1 36 52 89

Total 104 104 104 312

Other	responses: privacy (this	was	in	addition	to	3	choices)
something	private
my	thoughts	are	related	to	sadness
he	does	not	like	to	talk	about	heavy	topics
I	don’t	know	to	express	my	feelings	or	emotiions
if	I	talk	about	this	topic	it	will	make	others	uncomfortable
dying	is	not	nice	so	it	is	not	worth	talking	about
only	as	natural	conversation,	not	a	planned/intended	conversation

What	are	the	reasons	why	you	do	not	like	to	talk	about	death?	
(Choose	the	3	most	important)
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came comes as a natural conversation or an event that people just can talked about [such 

as when Michael Jackson dies]. However when the person has closer relation with the 

participant, the reactions are different.  The responses in Table 9 indicate that Taiwanese 

are fine speaking about the death of someone they know mainly with their close friends 

(53 percent); acquaintances (46 percent), and family (44 percent), but definitely not with 

their boss, neighbors or people they do not know. This can be explained because that 

death of a person ‘I know’ (which hasn’t close emotional links to me) is viewed as a 

‘sociable’ conversation and not a serious matter.     

 

          Table 9 - Survey Question 7 

 
 

Question 8 

As mentioned earlier, Question 8 was deliberately created to verify the answers to 

Questions 1, 2 and 4.  Table 10 displays the results of Question 8 where 76 percent of 

Taiwanese do not think it is normal to talk about death with people ‘outside’ the family, 

which contradicts answers in Questions 1 and 2.  This clearly emphasizes that the issue 

of the ‘death of a family member or loved one’ is a private matter and should not be 

discussed with outsiders, as it was mentioned before: “A family’s ugliness (misfortune) 

should never be publicly aired,” (家醜不可外揚). Another possible explanation is 

related to saving face and they avoid the topic as a way to protect themselves of 

exposing their personal ‘problems in public.’ The third explanation is that they don’t 

Question	7

To	Whom
Acquantances 48 46% 50 48% 6 6%

My	boss
(If	I	am	working) 6 6% 96 92% 2 2%
Distant	relatives 10 10% 92 88% 2 2%
Close	friends 55 53% 48 46% 1 1%

My	colleagues	at	work
(closer	ones) 34 33% 68 65% 2 2%

		My	close	family	/	relatives 44 42% 59 57% 1 1%
My	neighbours 5 5% 98 94% 1 1%

My	colleagues	at	work
(general) 7 7% 96 92% 1 1%

My	ex-classmates 11 11% 91 88% 2 2%
People	I	know	/	common	friends 9 9% 94 90% 1 1%

My	Teacher 5 5% 94 90% 5 5%

Yes No	

If	someone	you	know	dies,	(not	a	close	friend	or	relative)	would	you	speaks	about	his/	her	
death	to:

No	Answer
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want other people and even distant family members, to worry about them or even worse, 

as some participants in the in-depth interview mentioned, to help them by economic 

means. This can be also connected to the concept of losing face.  

 

Table 10 – Survey Question 8 

 
 

Question 9 
Table 11 revealed answers to Question 9 that would surprise most foreigners, since more 

than half of Taiwanese respondents said that the number “4” was just a number, whereas 

the literature review contains evidence from Chow and Chan in their book Death, Dying 

and Bereavement, that even nowadays the ‘fear’ of number four is still latent in some 

countries with Chinese roots, like Taiwan.  

This result is also inconsistent with the in-depth interviews where people said that they 

didn’t think about four as a bad number if another person uses it, but they will probably 

never use it for themselves.  

 

Table 11 – Survey Question 9 

 
 

Question	8

Answer Yes No
Number 28 76

% 27% 73%

In	Taiwan,	is	it	normal	to	talk	or	speak	openly	
about	the	death	of	a	family	member,	or	loved	
one	with	others	that	are	not	your	close	family?	

Question	9 Which	of	the	following	are	you	most	likely	to	
relate	the	number	4	with?	

Bad	number 24
Death 13

Lucky	number 7
Just	a	Number 59
No	Answer 1

*Other:
One	person	answered	"Bad	Number"	and	"Death"
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Question 10 
Question 10 (see Table 12) is a follow-up to Question 9 that checks for any possible 

contradictions to the answers in the previous question. A very high percentage (91 

percent) of respondents to Question 10 below did think that the reason that hospitals and 

other buildings avoided naming a “fourth” floor was in fact because the number ‘four’ 

when pronounced in Mandarin Chinese does sound like death. This is ambiguity answer 

when is compare with Question 9, where 59 people said it was just a number. 

 

Table 12 – Survey Question 10 

 
 

Question 11 
Question 11 was formulated to confirm the link between ‘death equal stay away from it’ 

that arose in the in-depth interviews; as well in the ‘advice’ that is repeated from 

generation to generation in Chinese society. Some of the participants mentioned that 

they heard this when there were kids. This question reaffirms that some beliefs form part 

of a ‘common knowledge’ in Taiwan’s social belief system. As disclosed in Table 13, a 

very high percent, 78 respondents, confirm that they were taught to avoid anything such 

as coffins, funerals or funeral tents, cemetery or accidents where death could happens 

from a young age, which seems very unusual from a foreign perspective. 

 

Table 13 – Survey Question 11 

 
 

Question	10

Yes 95 91%
No	 9 9%

Do	you	think	the	reason	that	some	hospitals	and	buildings	do	
not	have	a	4th	floor	is	because	4	sounds	like	death?		

Question	11

Yes 81 78%
No 23 22%

If	there	is	an	accident	and	someone	probably	
died,	were	you	told	not	to	look	and	keep	going?		
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Question 12 
On Question 12, the sample was directly asked the importance of following traditional 

rituals for funerals, which is a link to the values of filial piety and Confucianism 

teachings. Table 14 shows that whilst almost half of those surveyed felt it was important 

to follow traditions, there was almost a third who were not sure and thought ‘maybe.’ 

This question is extremely related to the concepts described in the literature review, 

which indicates that Taiwanese are people of half belief; they prefer to say maybe just in 

case it really exists or to save face. As an interesting additional data, a very high percent 

of those who said that follow the traditional rituals it was not important were Christians 

(71 percent).  

 

  Table 14 – Survey Question 12 

 
 

Table 14-1 is a deeper observation on Question 12, which showed a summary of the 

people who said they don’t follow any kind of religion (34 persons in total) but even 

though they said this, the answers for Question 12 indicated some sort of belief.  

 

Table 14-1 – Survey Question 12 

 

Question		12

Yes 45 43%
No 24 23%

I	don’t	know 3 3%
Maybe 32 31%
Total 104 100%

Do	you	think	it	is	important	to	
follow	all	the	traditional	rituals	for	
the	funeral	of	your	loved	one?	

Question		12
(with	no	religion)

Yes 7 21%
No 11 32%

I	don’t	know 2 6%
Maybe 14 41%
Total 34 100%

Do	you	think	it	is	important	to	
follow	all	the	traditional	rituals	for	
the	funeral	of	your	loved	one?	
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Question 13 

Question 13 was made to explore the reasons why people follow the traditional rituals. 

They just have one option to choose, the one they thought it was most important. It was 

an open question with ‘Other reason’ available to allow people to add their reason in 

case that they felt none of the provided answers were the most appropriate for them.  

 

During the in-depth interviews some participants said that they did not believe in many 

of the rites that some religions requested, however they would do it for the feeling of 

obligation [filial piety] to their siblings.  

 

Table 15 below illustrates that 37 percent said that following the traditional funeral 

rituals was their responsibility or filial duty; while 32 percent choose that they will do it 

to satisfy the expectations of family and society. Satisfying the expectations of family 

and society could mean also complying with their filial piety (duty) or trying to not lose 

face, a concept that was examined in the literature review and that can be linked to this 

analysis.   

 

There were 21 percent who expressed that they would like their loved ones to have a 

‘happy afterlife’ which implies that they have some sort of believe in this concept or 

supernatural things.  Only 2 percent mentioned that they want the ancestors to bring 

them good luck.  

 

On the other hand, 7 percent wrote “other” answers of which many were related to filial 

piety, such as: “following the wishes of the deceased; if you don’t do this shows no 

respect for the death; respect; a ritual that have to be done and it is part of Taiwanese 

Culture.” 
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Table 15 – Survey Question 13 

 
 

Question 14 

Question 14 placed the participants in a future situation when the death of their relatives 

had happened, the word ‘Always’ was added to emphasize what steps they will not omit 

and to check what option it is more significant for them. This selection was made based 

on past survey answers that were given by Taiwanese. In this case, the responders also 

needed to choose the three most important options only. However, “Other” was left as an 

open answer, but only two persons actually choose it, one answer linked to “consulting” 

with the family.  

 

Table 16 reveals that 89 people of 104 think that following the wishes of the deceased is 

the most important thing to do. This can be seen as a way of filial piety. The second 

highest answer was to follow the advice of the elders, whilst showing that the wishes of 

the family also ranked very highly for the survey participants, which also it can be seen 

as filial duty (follow what the old generation said). It is interesting that many people’s 

third choice was to do what Taiwanese folk customs advise, which indicate that they still 

care about what their traditions tell and guide them.  

Question	13

	It	is	my	filial	duty	/	responsibility 38 37%
I	want	to	meet	the	family	&	society	expectations 32 31%
I	want	the	deceased	to	have	a	happy	afterlife 21 20%

If	we	please	our	ancestors	they	can	brung	us	good	
luck	or	benefits

2 2%

No	Response 4 4%
Other	responses	*	:	 7 7%

Total 104 100%

*Other	responses	included:	
For	respect
Not	important
Follow	wishes	of	the	deceased
If	you	do	not	do	this	you	do	respect	the	dead
Because	of	TW	culture
To	have	an	ending
A	ritual	we	have	to	do
No (note	this	last	answer	was	in	addition	to	another	answer)

Why	is	it	important	to	follow	the	traditional	rituals	for	a	
funeral?	

(Choose	the	most	important	for	you)	
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Table 16 – Survey Question 14 

 
 

 

Question 15 

The Question 15 places the responders in the future situation of their own death. This 

question was formulated to verify how important are Taiwan folk traditions in the 

psyche of the participants. Again, an open answer was provided and this time proved to 

be the highest election (38 people from 104) selects as a first option as would be 

described in Table 17-1.  

 

The answers to Question 15 displayed in Table 16 above, confirm that despite the results 

of Question 14, which indicate that the wishes of the family and the deceased should be 

followed, this results point more strongly to traditional activities such as adding me to 

the family tablet, doing traditional ceremonies, the use of the Yellow Book or Yellow 

Calendar to choose the day of ’my’ funeral; and visiting ‘my’ tomb for the Tomb 

Sweeping day. However, as it was mentioned before, there was many ‘Other’ responses 

to Question 15. Table 17 presents these having been classified into similar groups.  

 
 

 

Question	14

Action First	Choice Second	Choice Third	Choice Overall
follow	her/his	wishes 89 8 2 99

Ask	the	elders	of	my	family 5 50 12 67
do	what	Taiwanese	(folk)	customs	advise 6 11 33 50
Follow	the	advice	of	the	"Yellow	Calendar	

or	Yellow	Book" 2 4 4 10
Hire	and	follow	the	advice	of	a	funeral	

director/company 0 5 19 24
Do	what	my	religion	says 2 8 9 19

No	Response 0 16 25 41
Other	* 0 2 0 2
Total 104 104 104 312

*Others	included:
Talk	to	the	family
Ashes	to	the	ocean	or	tree

If	a	family	member	dies,	for	his/her	funeral	would	you	ALWAYS:			
(Choose	the	3	most	important	reasons,	in	order	1,2,3)
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Table 17 – Survey Question 15 

 
 

Table 17-1 below presents multiples answer giving by 38 participants in an open option. 

The main “wish” was to distribute the ashes to a special place such as under a tree or in 

the ocean; 19 people selected this option.  

 

Some informants explained that this is now a ‘fashion’ introduced by television shows 

and new tendencies of environmental groups to save spaces and resources.  The second 

biggest optional idea was to have a very simple / no fuss ceremony; 10 people wrote this 

option, some also added they didn’t want their family to worry too much, a certain way 

of being filial to their family and not causing problems for them. The third option 

selected by six people was to donate their organs to medical research or for transplant 

surgery.  As mentioned before, this is a new idea that some Buddhist are promoting and 

that actually is interesting because goes against the traditional thoughts of Chinese 

traditional funerary practices were the body should be buried or incinerated with all the 

organs and parts intact. It is significant also to mention that most of the participants who 

chose this option belong to age group of 20 and below and two are from 20 to 39 years, 

although they also remarked that their wish needs to be endorsed by their family. 

Consequently, at the end, what they want it is not their decision because it will be their 

family who decides, which again is correlative to filial piety. 

Question	15

Choice	: First	Choice Second	Choice Third	Choice Overall

Visit	my	tomb	during	the	tomb	
sweeping	day	g	(Day	of	the	death)					 19 14 16 49
Follow	Taiwan’s	traditional	

funerary	practices					 22 15 8 45
Check	in	the	yellow	book	for	the	

right	day	for	my	funeral 7 19 6 32
Add	me	to	the	Family	table 16 12 17 45

Burn	money	and	goods	for	my	
after	life			 1 2 6 9

Pray	for	me	during	the	ghost	
month	 1 1 2 4

No	Response 0 33 43 76
Other 38 8 6 52
Total 104 104 104 312

When	I	die,	I	expect	my	family	to:	
	(Choose	the	3	most	important	reasons,	in	order	1,2,3)
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Table 17-1 – Survey Question 15 

 
 

 

My
	id
ea

As
he
s

Fa
mi

ly	
ide

a

no
	id
ea

Sim
ple

sym
pa
thy

	to
	ot

he
rs

No

fol
low

	re
lig
ion

do
na
te	

bo
dy

1 Follow	my	opinion 1
2 No	especific	idea 1
3 have	not	thought	about	it	yet 1
4 ashes	at	sea	?? 1
5 throw	my	ashes	in	the	sea	in	a	simple	funeral 1
6 put	my	ashes	in	a	tree 1
7 a	simple	funeral 1
8 ashes	in	sea 1
9 a	simple	funeral 1
10 simple	cremation 1
11 cremation	in	ocean	or	under	tree 1
12 cremation	at	sea,	don't	want	people	to	suffer	for	her 1 1
13 don’t	want	people	to	feel	sad 1
14 no	funeral	ceremony 1
15 put	ashes	into	the	buddist	temple 1
16 ashes	in	the	sea 1
17 will	follow	his	religion 1
18 throw	ashes	to	sea	or	tree 1

19 follow	the	wishes	of	my	family	and	throw	ashes	to	
trees	or	ocean

1 1

20 donate	body,	but	follow	family	for	funeral 1
21 simple	funeral 1
22 western	style 1
23 burn	comic&novels 1
24 simple	not	too	many	traditional 1
25 memorial 1
26 follow	her	wishes 1
27 simple 1
28 did	not	think	about	yet 1
29 does	not	want	anything,	simple	cremation	at	sea 1 1
30 with	her	family	in	paradise 1
31 ashes	in	a	tree 1
32 donate	organs 1
33 cremation	and	put	ashes	in	ocean 1
34 memorial	to	remember	her	life 1
35 simple	funeral 1
36 ashes	in	nature	a	tree	or	sea 1
37 cremation 1
38 simple	not	complicated 1
39 do	arrangement	based	on	religion 1
40 I	want	a	simple	funeral 1
41 wants	to	follow	her	wishes 1
42 cremation 1
43 ashes	to	the	sea	or	tree 1
44 ashes	to	the	sea 1

45
wants	his	friends	to	know	she	died	&	invite	them	to	
the	memorial,	but	depends	on	family	what	they	want	

to	do
1

46 ashes	to	the	trees 1
47 simple	but	luxury 1

48 donate	organs	and	make	a	party	on	the	death	
anniverisary

1

49 donate	organs	and	make	a	party 1
50 donate	organs 1
51 party	in	the	beach 1
52 donate	organs,	but	let	family	decide 1 1

TOTAL 7 19 5 3 10 2 0 2 2 6

"Other"	answers	to	Q15	included	:
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5. Chapter: Conclusion and Implications 
5.1 Answering the Research Questions 

 

The main objective of this research was to contribute to the understanding of the 

behavior of Taiwanese society when facing the death of their loved ones, when looking 

from a foreign perspective. During the investigation it was found that there are certain 

socio-historical issues that explain why Taiwanese people react the way they do and that 

they use silence as a way to face death and avoid emotional exposure. 

Another of the research objectives was to provide a global view of the involved feelings, 

actions (or no actions) and the rituals that Taiwanese people preform when facing the 

death of their loved ones which gave an insider’s view of their culture and social values.  

 
It is imperative, before delving deeply into the topic and analyzing any of the possible 

explanations, to take notice of two different scenarios when Taiwanese people face 

death.  

 

The first is that Taiwanese people’s normal lives are interrelated with themes that are 

closely related to death. In general, it can be said that Taiwanese people talk about death 

all the time, and somehow this is true. They discuss death related subjects, such as 

ghosts, spirits, special dates, ghost month, evil spirits, lost souls, ancestors and other 

kinds of ‘supernatural’ issues related to this matter. For Taiwanese, such topics are 

‘normal’ subjects in their culture, in their society and even inside the family and 

environment. However, when death comes to a very personal level, the silence comes. 

 

That is when the second and more relevant explanation needs to be explored. For 

Taiwanese people, the person who dies and the relationship that they have with this 

individual is what really makes the difference as to how they will behave. If the person 

is just someone they know, and no they don’t have close relationship, then talking about 

the death of this particular person will be taken as a normal every day ‘conversation’; it 

means talking about death is ‘normal’.  However, when the deceased has a direct link 

and stronger relationship with them, or to be more specific, when the person is part of 
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their close family group, talking about his or her death is not normal, acceptable or 

expected. 

  

When the death of a close person occurs, Taiwanese opt to keep their thoughts, feelings 

and sorrow to themselves and they take refuge in the ‘silence’.  

 

For Taiwanese, the silence or keeping things fairly private is one of main actions that 

they adopt when facing death; meanwhile in other societies the common norm would be 

to inform family members, neighbors and people who know the deceased so they can 

come to say their last good bye and pay their respects. In Latin America for example, 

talking to others is a very important way to release pain and get support from relatives, 

friends, neighbors and even colleagues at work. In Taiwan, it is in some way the 

opposite. 

 

This research provides a general view of Taiwanese people as an integral part of a living 

society, rather than purely as a catalog of customs and behaviors. An interesting finding, 

which is significant to elucidate, is that Taiwanese have many ‘social’ divisions that 

were crucial to take into account in order to find the true answer behind their behaviors. 

When the survey was conducted, categories of people were added to check with whom 

Taiwanese would share the news of a death or to whom they will be open to show their 

emotions. The questionnaire had simple categories (for English speakers) to choose 

between people: friends, family, colleagues, etc. These questions didn’t work out as 

planned because of the way Taiwanese have their ‘social’ divisions. In this society, 

families are divided into subcategories, close family and distant family; colleagues at 

work, are close ones and ‘general’ ones, which means, not too friendly; friends are also 

divided in good friends or close friends, other friends, acquaintances, people they know 

or common friends [which in English is practically the same as acquaintances]. All this 

categories resulted in differences in their answers.  

 

Another interesting finding is that there is not a specific religion that is central to 

Taiwanese behavior when facing death; instead the center is a complex belief system of  
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various religions, interrelated to folk beliefs, social and cultural norms, and numerous 

superstitions.   

 

The next pages will answer the research questions using findings from the literature 

review, surveys and interviews. 

 

1. Why don’t Taiwanese talk to other people about death of their loved ones? 

  

As a general inference, it can be concluded that Taiwanese people don’t talk about the 

death of their loves ones for socio-cultural reasons. At the beginning of this research it 

was thought that religion could be one of the reason why Taiwanese react with complete 

silence when a death happens. Though, after the survey was applied the results provided 

different reasons showing that religion did not have a direct link about why they don’t 

like to speak of the death of their loved one. The study found that people from different 

religions would act in the same way; therefore behavior was more a social or cultural 

norm than a religious command. To keep things ‘privately’ is the common norm and the 

behavior that they had learnt from their society; is a repetition of what they were taught 

and what they observe in their culture.   

 

This learnt behavior could come from the fear of death as a pollution that was exposed 

in the literature review, an unconscious behavior that had been passed from generation to 

generation. As was examined by Watson (1988: 113) this pollution “can be transmitted 

to humans by physical proximity.”  If death is viewed as kind of social ‘contamination’, 

Taiwanese will try to hide this ‘infestation’ and manage it as private issue that belongs 

only to family who suffers it [avoiding at the same time any loss of face]. It was evident 

throughout the in-depth interviews and the surveys, that this concept is still latent 

nowadays. Many of the interviewees said that if they see a funeral or funeral tent, they 

should not go close and people actively try to avoid it; they don’t know the reason of 

why they do this, they just know they were taught to avoid it. 

 

As a socio-cultural learnt behavior, Taiwanese are taught since they are kids, to evade 

such topics, as well as physically staying away from anything related to death. Even the 
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word death must be avoided as it was described earlier. Silence is ‘salvation.’ Not 

talking about it can prevent misfortunes, as a common saying advice “Disaster emanates 

from a careless talk,” (祸从口出). Even to pronounce the number four is avoided. 

 

On the other hand, another possible point of view is that Taiwanese do not speak about 

the death of the loved one because “it is too painful.” This was one of the most 

important reasons chosen as an overall answer (61 persons picked it). However, it is 

important to go deeper in the meaning of this answer. They can feel the pain, but they 

don’t want to show their emotions to others. If they don’t talk about the death of their 

loved ones because it is painful, it is a way to scape this pain; therefore if I don’t talk 

about it, I don’t have to face it and it is easy to hide my feelings and don’t lose face in 

front of the society. This can be an association also related to research question four, that 

will be discussed later on. 

 

Another possible explanation is related to the ‘fear’ of the unknown world. Many of the 

religions that coexist in Taiwan as well folk customs, talk about the afterworld and the 

concept of souls, ancestors and ghosts. As was discussed in the Literature Review, it is 

believed that when a person dies, his/her soul will be around the body and his/her love 

ones until the day of the funeral ceremony. The main advice is that to avoid a difficult 

pass from this world to the other, people should not cry or show any emotion that can 

provoke and bind the soul to stay in between the two worlds and become a ghost and not 

an ancestor. If the soul become a ghost, the person who broke this “rule” will have bad 

luck and many inconveniences. 

 

When people talk about the death of someone they love, emotions are hard to control; 

therefore if they talk about their love ones, most probably they will not be able to control 

themselves. This point will be explained further in point five.  

 

Therefore, if the person doesn’t talk about it, as was pointed out earlier, maybe this will 

block his/her emotions and this will not ‘hurt’ the spirit of the deceased family member. 

This could sound like a lack of common sense for some foreigners but it is a cultural 

construction that needs to be analyzed as possible explanation of the behavior. 
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For other side, and also related to this topic, it cannot be denied that many people in 

Taiwan still follow certain traditions and beliefs.  As Chow and Chan pointed out in their 

book, Chinese [and Taiwanese] people still believe that talking about death will increase 

the likelihood of occurrence; as well evil spirits will be ‘attracted’ and haunt people, 

another good reason for not talking about death. 

 

An interesting finding related to the structure of the survey was that at the beginning of 

the survey Taiwanese people indicated that they would share the death of close person 

with family. However the results were totally the opposite and it was discovered that 

discussion of the death of a friend between family members was not common. It is a 

conversation that will be held with friends or acquaintances but not with family 

members. As it was seen, this topic is a taboo and is seems like a lack of respect in front 

of their parents.  

 

2. Why do Taiwanese people have to refrain themselves of expressing their sad 

feelings and showing any kind of emotion to other people who are not close family 

when a relative or close person dies? 

 

As was mentioned in the Literature Review, for Taiwanese people, as Chinese 

descendants showing emotions is difficult. They have learnt this attitude from their 

families and their society. Grief and bereavement is even harder to articulate, as death is 

seen as a ‘curse’ in the Chinese culture as Chow and Chang explained. It can be 

concluded that for Taiwanese to grieve in public or even privately, is a behavior that they 

leant to avoid and hide since kids, and that is banned by their society. Crying or showing 

sadness it can be perceived as a lack of personality, character or simply to be a weak 

person, it is a symbol of losing face, as it will be explained further in point five. 

 

However, it is important to mention that even in their close family circles, Taiwanese try 

to avoid talking or sharing their sadness with others, as was shown in the in-depth 

interviews and the survey in Chapter 4. Talking about the death of someone not close to 

a family is unnecessary topic that can cause their parents to feel uncomfortable, so they 

avoid this topic as good filial son and daughters should.   
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For the other side, Taiwanese avoid confrontation and taking about a sad topic can be 

seen as confronting their reality. All the in-depth interviewees and 40 people from the 

surveys said that they didn’t like to talk about death because “it was too painful.” For 

them, contrary to that for foreigner, talking about the death of a family member is not a 

relief; it is actually a painful face of reality. This research did not explore the concept of 

how Taiwanese avoid confrontation neither how Taiwanese people relieve their pain and 

experience grief deeply. This could be an interesting topic for further studies.  

 

Another possible explanation to answer this question is the possibility that because 

Taiwanese have a lack of expressing emotions, sharing the sad news of the death of a 

loved one will expose them in a weaker way in front of others. Whilst politeness can be 

seen as a cover to what actually occurring, what is really telling is that they don’t know 

how to transmit their sad feelings or comfort others who experience the lost of a love 

one. This research is not extensive enough to prove this, and it would require a 

specialized psychological study to determine this. 

 

The last outcome is related to their belief system and religion. Even though most 

Taiwanese said that they don’t follow any religion, it is important to recall that one 

religion, Pure-Land sect of Chinese Buddhism indicated that no grief could be expressed 

during the 49 days after the death. It is known that Buddhism also recommends this 

conduct as part of their way of teachings. This point is connected to the answer given in 

the first research question, where people said that they would act to satisfy or protect the 

soul of their decease family member.   

 

3. Why do Taiwanese people follow the traditional funerary rites, even though they 

do not fully believe or understand them? 

 

As Watson explained, “performance took precedence over belief.” Following the ritual is 

imperative to comply with the duties in front of their own family, as well for the 

community and the society. This is related to the concept of face, and filial piety. As it 

was showed in the survey results, where 37 percent of the participants said that it was 
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their filial duty and 31 percent said it was to meet family and society expectations. 

 

Examination of the first outcome found in the research related to the notion of face. As it 

was considered before, for Taiwanese people it is very important to meet their family 

and society expectations. Many of the participants said that they did not believe in many 

of the rituals but they felt a certain kind of pressure to do it. One of them was very 

specific saying that she will do the ceremony, not because she wanted to, but because her 

family and the community will be relying on her to do so. 

 

As Watson mentioned, rituals are validated by the ‘audience’ which in this case is the 

community or the society. This is also a fact in Taiwan. A basic instruction of the rituals 

gives enough time to each part of the ritual to be developed. As Liana Liang, one of the 

interviewees pointed out: “if you don’t keep the body of your deceased family member 

long enough [at least 15 to 49 days], people will criticize you because you are not filial 

with them or you don’t love them enough. You need to show that you don’t want to 

buried them, you need to show them that you want to keep them with you as long as you 

can.” This was evident in the recent case of the funeral of Taiwan President Ma Ying-

jeou’s mother in May 2014, when he received public criticism for only mourning for his 

mother for one week before her body was cremated and the funeral rites finished. 

 

For other side, the pressure to comply with all the details and have the ‘correct 

performance’ rites for their family members, forces many Taiwanese to hire a 

professional funeral director. Some participants said, there are too many details and 

rituals to follow and ordinary people don’t know how to do it, so to prevent any mistakes 

and give a good image in front of the society, it is better to hire the services of a funerary 

house. As it was mentioned before, the repetition of the ritual gives to the members of 

the society validation that at least, the ritual itself is real. In Taiwan, the prices for 

funeral services are high, starting from NT$90,000 and upwards, and as Tong describe it, 

“Even poorer families desire and attempt to make the death rituals as elaborate as 

possible, often incurring huge debts that will take them years to repay.” (Tong 2004: 1)  
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As part of the ‘tradition’ of not talking about death, future preparations for death are 

often not discussed in the family, so that when a death happens there are no prepared 

plans in place and there is not sufficient time for survivors to do it. This is also another 

interesting future research topic into wills; prepaid funeral plans, and plans to anticipate. 

 

Following the discussion, it is a must to mention that performing the correct rites is not 

only for face issues; another important reason given by informants was because they 

want to assure the ‘future afterlife’ of the deceased, which connects with their own 

‘happiness’. As was analyzed in the Literature Review, some authors’ pointed out that if 

the ritual is not performed correctly, then their deceased family member’s soul could 

become a ghost, and not an ancestor. The ghost will ‘haunt’ the family members and 

bring bad things to their homes meanwhile the ancestors will bring benefits and 

blessings to the house and family. However, this possibility scores only two percent in 

the survey, even though it is widely believed in Taiwan and was expected to score more 

highly.  

 

In a second stage on this specific topic, it can be concluded that Taiwanese people do 

care about the ‘afterlife’ of the deceased, although they don’t believe in any of the 

rituals, they will do it to comply with the social norms that their culture states to honor 

their deceased. In this case, it is not fear for what the society thinks, or for fear of a 

hungry ghost attack, it is just to please the deceased’s wishes. Consequently, this reason 

score 89 percent of the survey, showing that following the wishes of the deceased is very 

important for Taiwanese people.  

 

For other side, the concept of half belief, reviewed in Chapter two, is another notion to 

came out as possible reason as to why Taiwanese do something that they don’t believe. 

The questionnaire found that 31 percent said that ‘Maybe’ it was important to follow 

traditional rituals for the funeral of their loved one, which shows that there is still a 

doubt in what they believe is correct but in any case, they will follow. This can be 

explained because they want to be filial; they want to have a good reputation in front of 

their community or society.  
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Another side of the face is that Taiwanese usually don’t want to break with the ‘order’ 

[status quo] established by the society; when they do something out of the ‘normal 

order’; they get exposed and therefore lose face.  However, there was not enough 

evidence in the study to sustain this explanation.    

 
To conclude on this question, it is important to remark that what is normally needed to 

do when a person passes away is correspondingly guided by the culture and the person’s 

belief system related to his or her religion. In the case of Taiwan, because of the multiple 

configurations of religions and belief systems, the requirements are focused on social 

traditions rather than any one religion.  

 

4. Are following the death rituals and traditional rites part of what the society is 

expecting from them as filial sons or daughters?    

 

From the research the answer is yes. Taiwanese follow the traditional rites and death 

rituals because they want to be filial with their parents and in turn for their society.  

 

As was discussed in the Literature Review, one of the premises of Confucianism is to be 

filial, and one of the most important things in life it is to perform one’s parents’ wishes 

and complete them.   

 

Essentially ‘their filial duty sense’ makes Taiwanese people so stressed and worried that, 

even with their closest family members, it is hard to talk or express their emotions, 

sorrows and feelings. As all the interviewees said, they don’t want to worry their parents 

and death topics are not a common or nice conversation to share with them. This was 

opposite of what it was imagined before starting the research. As a conclusion, it can be 

said that the behavior of Taiwanese when facing death of their love ones, is ruled mostly 

by the cultural Chinese heritage related to filial piety and the teachings of Confucius. 

 

Many of the participants in the survey (34 percent) said that they did not have religion 

although 45 percent said that they did think it is important to follow the traditional 

funeral rituals. The only reason for them to choose to do something in what they don’t 
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believe is Xiao (孝). The value of filial piety was present in all the situations discussed, 

even when the decision of their own funeral was asked. Following the wishes of the 

loved ones related to their own funeral was the highest option with an overall of 99 

persons of 104 in total, which means that be filial is the most important value for those 

Taiwanese who completed the survey.  

 
In some cases people expressed what they want for their funeral. Some mentioned that 

they would like to donate their organs but right after expressing this idea, they declared 

that their family would have the last decision, who could then return to tradition and halt 

any chance of something unconventional. 

 

As many researchers mentioned before, [Taiwanese] Chinese society continues to be 

influenced by Confucian legacy, which affects how modern Taiwanese behaves. 

 

5. Do Taiwanese choose not to express their feelings because they fear losing face in 

front of society? 

 

This question can’t be answered completely with the information collected by this 

research. Some conclusions can be obtained but a deeper research focus on the physique 

of Taiwanese is needed to get more concrete results. Nonetheless, some patterns can be 

identified as a part of the expected behaviors that society requires from Taiwanese facing 

the lost of a loved one. 

 

There are some stereotypical attitudes that must be observed when a death occurs; one of 

the main instructions as it was cited before, is to not show any sad emotions in public. 

So doing the opposite will cause the person to lose face.  

 

When survey participants were asked if they showed any emotions for the death of a 

love one, 58 percent said that they don’t. During the in-depth interview the percentage 

was higher, most of the interviewees said that they did not share their sadness with their 

own family; some people mentioned their friends but most of the people said anyone at 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

141 
 

141 

all.  This result was not fully reflected in the survey. When respondents were consulted 

as to whom they would share these sad emotions, close friends where the highest group 

with and overall of 88 persons; acquaintances totaled 66 of the group, and their close 

family was 62 persons.  

 

However, this survey did not asked why they don’t express feeling in front of others and 

there is no way to prove that losing face is one of the reasons. Most of in-depth 

interviewees said that this behavior it was hard to explain or to get a rational answer 

when they were consulted. 

 

One possible deduction that can be discerned is that the death of a family member could 

be seen as a temporary period when one could lose face. As it was stated before, death is 

conceived for Taiwanese society as pollution; therefore if a person inside a family dies, 

maybe to share the news and my feelings about this loss will taint myself with the 

stereotype of death. This could also explain why people do not tell others about the 

death of a close relative. 

 

For other side, the norm in Taiwanese society when someone face death, it is to keep the 

issue at the personal level, private and hiding from any publicity. If the person has an 

‘abnormal’ and emotional behavior in front of others, then this will make this person 

lose their position in front of others, and can even be judged as lacking in character, 

because they did not behave appropriately or did not do what is supposed to be done. 

For Taiwanese, an image of self-pity in front of other is effectible losing face, as well, if 

the person received some economic support that also leave them in a disadvantaged 

position in front of others.   

 

Therefore, the implication is that if the person doesn’t show any clue that he or she is 

having a hard time, and does not even talk about it, then any possible examination can 

be avoided and his/her position will remained as if nothing really happened. As this 

saying describes it: “A family’s ugliness (misfortune) should never be publicly aired,” 

(家醜不可外揚). Therefore, if you don’t talk about it, there is not lose of face. 
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Another of the possible reasons could be as was explained before in the Literature 

Review, where Taiwanese culture is based on practicality, and people who don’t go to 

extremes. Being in the middle is to be safe and therefore safe face. Showing any 

emotion will misbalance their behavior; they will not be in the same position as others. 

Also, Taiwanese try to not get involved in other people’s affairs; the same way that they 

don’t like to owe favors or receive any economic ‘help’ from others.    

 

5.1.2 Closing Eric’s Case 
 

After the research the author can conclude that the behavior manifested by her friends 

and Eric’s classmates fits in the socio-cultural scheme found within the research. It is 

important to state that to understand Taiwanese society facing death it is necessary to 

understand their complex belief and religious systems and their social norms. The main 

reason why the fellow classmates did not mention Eric’s passing away was because they 

didn’t know how to express their emotions facing his death and they were afraid to 

confront the reaction of their teacher. Their silence was a barrier to hide their feelings as 

they were taught to do since they were kids. 

 

It was also clear that religion was not the predominant part of their reaction. As it was 

aforementioned by Simmons “Beliefs about death and afterlife are more influenced by 

philosophy than religion in China.”140 

  

For the author, it was a significant reaffirmation that even in 2014 the responsibility that 

Taiwanese feel thought their parents and family is enormous, even after their death. The 

feeling of filial piety triggers predetermined behavior in Taiwanese and they can’t 

rationalize it, they just follow.  

 

Paraphrasing Tong words in his book about Singaporeans, it can be stated that the study 

of death tells us much about Taiwanese social life and social organization manifesting on 
                                                
140 Simmons, Sue. Multicultural Interview - Grief in the Chinese Culture. Retrieved March 14, 2013; from 
http://www.indiana.edu/~famlygrf/culture/simmons.html 
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a coherent meaning that the living give to the world around then and establish the 

conception of social order. 

Although Taiwan is an advanced and modern country, full of new technologies and 

vibrant life style, they are also very attached to old traditions such as ancestor worship 

and perform complex and confound rituals to the death, as a way of life.  

This was found in the majority of Taiwanese interviewed and the participants in the 

survey. It can be said that they are still trapped in the concepts of filial piety and face, 

and do things even though they don’t understand why they do certain actions, they just 

follow what their parents do, which has been passed on from generation to generation so 

in this way they will protect their image in front of their family, community and society. 

Consequently it cannot be denied that Taiwanese are still living in the shadow of 

Confucianism and filial piety. They want to express their feelings, but they are afraid of 

the social impact that this could provoke. They want to do things different [such as 

donate their body organs to save others] but they need approval by they family first. 

They say that don’t believe in ghosts or ‘afterlife’ but they do things ‘just in case’ it 

might be true and because both their parents and society expect them to do it.   

 

For the author it is clear why her friends reacted the way they did. This research actually 

‘illuminates’ many aspects of her life as a foreigner living in this country.  

The topic of talking about death is not common even though the survey showed 

ambiguity in the answers.   
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5.1.3 Future Studies 
 

This research paper touched areas of emotion and belief that are rarely discussed in 

Taiwan, let alone recorded in writing, often the subjects were considered taboo. With 

new insights and understanding much more could be learned, in particular: 

 

• The relationship between ancestor worship and filial piety in modern Taiwan  

• The relationship between religion and altars in the home as well the cult for 

ancestors, as it case see like the continuity of kinships between the living and the 

death 

• How do Taiwanese show empathy during the mourning process and how society 

teaches them what norms are allowed and what is permitted 

• How do Taiwanese people relieve pain and experience grief 

• The role of professional funeral directors to guide the mourner; and regulation of 

their industry to prevent survivors incurring in large debts 

• The son’s role in the death rituals and how he copes with the heavy pressure on 

him 

• Study of the individual rituals themselves 

• The penetration of life insurance in Taiwan 

• The use of wills and testaments in Taiwan 

• A study of the Yellow Book or Yellow Calendar as a necessary way to understand 

the essential constitution of Taiwanese society 

• Why should bad deaths so badly affect the living – Eric’s mum and her change to 

Christianity 

• The lasting negative effect on children of the household where the deceased’s 

body stays for 49 days 

• The psychological damage inflicted on young children who fear that they might 

die young and not fulfills their filial obligations to their parents 

• The right of individuals to decide on organ donation in Taiwan 
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Appendix 1 
 

Appendix 1: In-depth interview semi-structure interview: 

 

1. Could you describe how you learnt about Eric death? 

2. How do you felt at that moment? (What it was your reaction, did you cry; call 

some one to talk, etc.). 

3. Did you talk to some one about his death?/ Did you tell you family about his 

death? 

4. How was your reaction? Did you cry, or do you remember to express emotions 

in any way? 

5. Why do you think did you react like that?  

6. Why you did not inform your teacher?  

 

 

Other questions that were asked to some of the interviewees: 

 

1. It is common in your family or at home talk about the death of other people? 

2. What your parents teach you about death?  

3. Does your family follow Taiwanese traditional practices? Could you give me 

some examples? And for funerals? 

4. Can you tell me some experience that you have about death? 

5. Do you believe in ghost, spirits or other kind of spiritual beings?  

6. Why do you think Taiwanese people have some ceremonies to them? 

7. In your house do you have an ancestral tablet?  

8. Do you pai-pai  for your ancestors? Or your family? 

9. Do you go to temples? 

10.  If you die, what will be the most important things that you will ask your family 

to do? 
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Appendix 2 

First Survey English Version 

 
 

 

 

 

I am a Post grade student at������. I am researching about Taiwan’s culture and religion. I really appreciate your 
help to fill up this survey. You name will be anonymous and I beg you to please fill up with survey with your true opinion. 
Thank you for your time and patience.   With deep appreciation:  Gaby Castro Student ID 904713         Survey Number: 

Page%1%

Instructions:++We+have+19+questions,+please+mark+only+one+box.+There+are+some+questions+marks+
with+*+which+means+you+can+mark+more+than+one+box.+Thank+you.+

Gender++ ☐ female+++++☐male++ +�� :+ ☐below+20++++++☐20E39+ ☐40E+59+++++++☐60++++

Education+ +☐High+school+or+less++ ☐University++ ☐Master+or+Doctor++

Religion+++☐Buddhist+ ☐Taoism++ ☐T&B+++☐Christian+(any+kind)++ ☐no+religion+++++++☐ +other++

1.+Do+you+worship+ancestors+at+home?+ + ☐Yes++++ ☐No+ +

2.+Do+you+believe+in+ghost?++OR+ Do+you+think+the+existence+of+Ghost?+ ☐Yes+ ++☐No+ ++☐Maybe+

3.+Do+you+think+that+talking+about+death+is+common+in+Taiwan?+++++☐Yes++++ ☐No+ +

4.+If+someone+you+know+dies,+do+you+normally+talk+about+this?++++++++☐Yes++++ ☐No+ +

5.+If+your+coworker’s+family+member+or+friend+dies,+do+they+talk+to+you+about+this?++++☐ +Yes+++++☐No+

6.+Do+you+feel+confortable+talking+about+death?++☐Yes+++++☐No….+If+you+feel+uncomfortable,+you+can+
stop+now.+This+survey+‘s+topic+is+about+Death.+Thank+you+for+you+help.+

7.+If+you+are+sad+for+the+death+of+close+person,+do+you+show+any+emotions?++☐ +Yes+++++++☐No+ +

8.+When+someone+gives+you+a+bad+news+about+the+death+of+some+love+one,+do+you:+

☐Cry+ ++++++☐call+a+friend+or+family+member+to+tell+them++ ☐Don’t+do+anything++ +

☐Go+to+the+temple+alone++++☐Ask+advice+

9.+*Do+you+share+your+sorrow+with:++☐your+family+++☐ +your+friends+++☐ +coworkers++++☐ +No+one+

10.+If+a+family+member,+a+good+friend+or+a+coworker+dies,+did+you+share+the+news+with+someone?++ +

☐Always+ ☐ In+my+culture+its+teach+us+to+not+talk+about+it+ ☐Sometimes+ ☐Never+++++
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☐This%is%private%issue%should%not%be%discussed% ☐ I%don’t%have%the%experience%yet%%%%%☐Seldom%

11.%When%a%death%happened,%do%you%speak%about%it?%% %☐ %Yes%% ☐ %No%

12.%*You%speak%about%this%with:%%%%%%☐Close%family% ☐ %People%you%know%well%(close%friends)%%

☐ %Extended%family%%%%%%☐ %Acquaintance%% ☐ %Coworkers%%☐You%prefer%not%to%talk%about%this%%

13.%Do%you%feel%confortable%talking%about%the%death%of%a%friend%or%family%member?%%%☐ %Yes%%%☐ %No%%%%%

*14.%%You%don’t%like%to%talk%about%death%because..% %☐ inside%your%family%such%talks%is%not%allowed%

☐ %you%feel%you%attract%bad%luck% % ☐ %fear%of%the%unknown%world%% ☐ I%don’t%mind%to%talk%
about%it%%%

☐your%culture%do%not%allow%such%talks%%%%☐ %don’t%want%to%call%the%ghost%%%%%%☐ I%feel%is%lack%of%respect%

*15.%If%someone%in%your%family%dies,%will%you%talk%about%the%deceased%to:%%%%☐ %your%good%friends%

%☐ %your%family% ☐ %you%will%not%talk%about%this%with%others%outside%family%and%good%friends%

☐your%relatives% %%☐ %your%coworkers% ☐ %I%will%not%tell%any%one%

*16.%If%a%member%of%your%family%dies,%for%his/her%funeral%will%you%ALWAYS:%%%☐ follow%her/his%wishes%

☐asked%the%elders%of%my%family%%%%%☐do%what%Taiwanese%rituals%said%%%%☐ follow%the%advice%of%the%yellow%
book%% %

☐Hire%and%follow%the%advice%of%a%funeral%director% % %

☐Follow%the%advice%of%a%“Shifu”%(person%in%charge%in%your%local%temple)%

*17.%When%I%die,%I%expect%my%family%to:%%%%☐Follow%Taiwan’s%traditional%funerary%practices%

☐Check%in%the%yellow%book%the%right%day%for%my%funeral% % ☐Add%me%to%the%Family%table%

☐Burn%money%and%good%for%my%after%life%☐Pray%for%me%in%the%gosh%month%%%%

☐Go%and%visit%me%during%the%4/4%festival%%%%☐Another%idea%…………%%%%

18.%Do%you%think%it%is%important%to%follow%all%the%traditional%rituals%of%the%funeral?%%

☐ %Yes%%% ☐ %No% % ☐ %I%don’t%know%
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I am a Post grade student at������. I am researching about Taiwan’s culture and religion. I really appreciate your 
help to fill up this survey. You name will be anonymous and I beg you to please fill up with survey with your true opinion. 
Thank you for your time and patience.   With deep appreciation:  Gaby Castro Student ID 904713         Survey Number: 

Page%3%

19.$Why$it$is$important$(mark$only$the$most$important)?$$☐You$want$to$take$care$of$their$life$in$the$other$
world$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$

☐ $It$is$your$filial$duty$/$responsibility$   ☐you$want$to$meet$the$family$and$society$expectations$$$$$$$$$$

☐ It$is$not$important  ☐Be$a$good$son/daughter$will$bring$benefits$in$my$life$and$luck$

☐you$want$the$decease$to$have$a$happy$afterlife$$$$$ 
 

Thank you, so much for your help. 
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Appendix 2 

First Survey Chinese Version 
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Appendix 3 

Long Survey English Version 

 
 

!
I am a postgraduate student at������. I am researching about Taiwan’s culture and religion. I really appreciate 
your help to fill out this survey. It is an anonymous survey so completes it with your true opinion. Thank you for your 
time and patience.   With deep appreciation:  Gaby Castro Student ID90924013  

Instructions:++Please+complete+each+question+with+an+X.+Some+questions+required+an+explanation,+
please+be+honest+and+express+your+true+honest+thoughts.+There+are+not+right+or+wrong+answer.+Your+
name+and+identity+will+not+be+recoded.++Thank+you+so+much!+

Gender!!☐female!!!!!☐male! ! !��:!!☐below!20! !!!!!☐20-39! ☐40-!59!!!!!!!☐60+!!!

Education:! !☐High!school!or!less!!!!!!☐Technical!Education      ☐University! ☐Master!or!Doctor!!

Religion!!!!☐Buddhist! ☐Taoism!!!!☐T&B!!!!!!☐Christian!(any!kind)!! ☐no!religion!!!!!!!☐!other!!

!
!
1. Do!you!think!that!talking!to!others!about!the!death!of!a+close+family+member+or+love+one!is!common!

in!Taiwan?!!!!☐Yes!!!☐No!

2. If!your!very!close!family!member!or!loved!one!dies,!(mom,!father,!sister,!brother,!son!or!daughter,!
wife!/!husband)!would!you!speak!about!his/!her!death!to:!

To#Whom## # Yes#(I#will#tell)# No#(I#will#not)#############Reason#(please#explain)#

Acquaintances!! ! ! !
!

My!boss!!/!my!
teacher!

! ! !

My!close!friends! ! ! !
!

My!collages!at!
work!(close!ones)!

! ! !

My!close!family! ! ! !
!

Extended!Family! ! ! !
!

My!neighbors!! ! ! !
!

My!collages!! ! ! !
!

My!(ex)!classmates! ! ! !
!

Friends!or!people!I!
know!!

! ! !
!

3. If!you!feel!sad!about!the!death!of!a!close!person,!do!you!show!any!emotions!in!front!of!others?!!!!!
☐!Yes!!!!!!!☐No!

4. Do!you!feel!confortable!talking!to!others!about!the!death!of!a!good!friend!or!family!member?!

☐!Yes!!!!!!!☐No!!
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5. If%someone%you%know%dies,%(not%a%close%friend%or%relative)%would%you%speaks%about%his/%
her%death%to:%

%
!!!!! !! !!!!!!!!To!Whom!! !!!!!!!!!!!!Yes!(I!will!tell)!!!!No!(I!will!not)!!!!Reason!(please!explain)!

Acquaintances%% % % %
%

My%boss%%/%my%
teacher%

% % %

My%close%friends% % % %
%

My%collages%at%work%
(close%ones)%

% % %

My%close%family% % % %
%

Extended%Family% % % %
%

My%neighbors%% % % %
%

My%collages%% % % %
%

My%(ex)%classmates% % % %
%

Friends%or%people%I%
know%%

% % %
%

%
%
6.%In%Taiwan,%is%it%normal%to%talk%or%speak%openly%about%the%death%of%a%family%member,%or%loved%
one%with%others%that%are%not%your%close%family?%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%☐Yes%%%%%%☐No%
%
%
7.%%For%the%death%of%a%loved%one,%with%whom%do%you%share%your%sad%feelings%or%sorrow:%…………….%%%%
%
%
*8.%What%are%the%reasons%why%you%do%not%like%to%talk%about%death?%(Choose%the%3%most%important%
reasons,%in%order%1,2,3)%
%
☐%My%culture%does%not%allow%such%talks%%%%☐%It%is%too%painful%%%%%%%%%☐%I%don’t%want%to%call%the%ghosts%%%
%
%☐%Within%my%family%such%talks%are%traditionally%not%allowed%
%
☐%I%feel%it%would%attract%bad%luck% % ☐%Fear%of%the%unknown%world%% %
%
☐%I%don’t%mind%to%talk%about%it% %☐%I%feel%it%is%lack%of%respect%%%%☐%Other%(please%
specify)……………….%
%
%
9.%Which%of%the%following%are%you%most%likely%to%relate%the%number%4%with?%%☐%Bad%number%%%%
%%%%
☐%Death% %%%%☐%Lucky%number%%%%☐%Just%a%number%%%%☐%Other%(please%specify)……………………….%
%
10.%Have%you%noticed%that%some%hospitals%and%buildings%do%not%have%a%4th%floor%4:%%☐%Yes%%%%%%%☐No%
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11.#If#there#is#an#accident#and#someone#probably#died,#were#you#told#not#to#look#and#keep#going?###

☐#Yes#######☐No#

#

12.#Do#you#think#it#is#important#to#follow#all#the#traditional#rituals#for#the#funeral#of#your#loved#one?##

☐#Yes# #☐#No### ☐#I#don’t#know# ☐   Maybe##

13.#Why#is#it#important#to#follow#the#traditional#rituals#for#a#funeral?#(Choose#the#most#important#for#
you)##

☐#It#is#my#filial#duty#/#responsibility####☐ I#want#to#take#care#of#their#life#in#the#other#world######

☐ It#is#not#important#####☐#I#want#to#meet#the#family#and#society#expectations######

☐ If#we#please#our#ancestors#they#can#bring#us#good#luck#or#benefits####

#☐#I#want#the#decease#to#have#a#happy#afterlife# # #☐#Other#(please#specify)……………………….#

*14.#If#a#family#member#dies,#for#his/her#funeral#would#you#ALWAYS:###(Choose#the#3#most#important#
reasons,#in#order#1,2,3)#

☐#Follow#her/his#wishes###☐#Asked#the#elders#of#my#family#####☐Do#what#Taiwanese#rituals#say####

☐ Follow#the#advice#of#the#yellow#book## ☐Hire#and#follow#the#advice#of#a#funeral#director# #

☐ Do#what#my#religion#says##### #

#

*15.#When#I#die,#I#expect#my#family#to:##(Choose#the#3#most#important#reasons,#in#order#1,2,3)#

☐#Follow#Taiwan’s#traditional#funerary#practices#####☐Burn#money#and#goods#for#my#after#life#

☐ Check#in#the#yellow#book#for#the#right#day#for#my#funeral# # ☐ Add#me#to#the#Family#table#

☐ Pray#for#me#during#the#ghost#month######☐ Visit#my#tomb#during#the#4/4#festival#######

☐#Other#(please#specify)……………………….#
#
#
#
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Appendix 3 

Long Survey Chinese Version 
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Appendix 4 

Final Survey English Version 

 

I am a postgraduate student at������. I am researching about Taiwan’s culture and religion. I really 
appreciate your help to fill out this survey. It is an anonymous survey so completes it with your true opinion. 
Thank you for your time and patience.   With deep appreciation:  Gaby Castro Student ID90924013  

Instructions:++Please+complete+each+question+with+an+X.+Some+questions+required+an+explanation,+
please+be+honest+and+express+your+true+honest+thoughts.+There+are+not+right+or+wrong+answer.+Your+
name++and+identity+will+not+be+recoded.++Thank+you+so+much!+
+
Gender!!☐female!!!!!☐male! ! !��:!!☐below!20! !!!!!☐20-39! ☐40-!59!!!!!!!☐60+!!!

Education! !☐High!school!or!less!!!!!☐Technical!Education      ☐University! ☐Master!or!Doctor!!

Religion!!!!☐Buddhist! ☐Taoism!!!!☐T&B!!!!!!☐Christian!(any!kind)!! ☐no!religion!!!!!!!☐!other!!

!
!

1. Do!you!think!that!talking!to!others!about!the!death!of!a+close+family+member+or+love+one!is!common!
in!Taiwan?!!!!☐Yes!!!☐No!

2. If!your!very!close!family!member!or!loved!one!dies,!(mom,!father,!sister,!brother,!son!or!daughter,!
wife!/!husband)!would!you!speak!about!his/!her!death!to:!

To#Whom## # Yes#(I#will#tell)# No#(I#will#not)############

Acquaintances!! ! !

My!boss!! ! !

My!friends! ! !

My!colleagues!at!
work!!

! !

My!close!family! ! !

Extended!Family! ! !

My!neighbors!! ! !

My!colleagues!! ! !

My!(ex)!classmates! ! !

People!I!know!! ! !

My!teacher!(in!case!
I!am!student)!

! !

3.!If!you!feel!sad!about!the!death!of!a!close!person,!do!you!show!any!emotions?!!☐!Yes!!!!!!!☐No!

4.!Do!you!feel!confortable!talking!to!others!about!the!death!of!a!good!friend!or!family!member?!!!☐!Y!!☐!N!!
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�.!!For!the!death!of!a!loved!one,!with!whom!do!you!share!your!sad!feelings!or!sorrow!:!!!(Choose!the!3!most!
important!reasons,!in!order!1,2,3):!

☐!People!I!know! !☐!Friends! !☐!My!neighbors!!!☐!Family!!!!☐!My!colleagues!!!☐!Acquaintances!

☐!My!classmates!! !☐!My!boss!!!!!☐!My!teacher!!!☐!My!family!!!☐!Extended!Family! !☐!No!one!!!!

*6.!What!are!the!reasons!why!you!do!not!like!to!talk!about!death?!(Choose!the!3!most!important!reasons,!in!
order!1,2,3)!

☐ My!culture!does!not!allow!such!talks!!!!☐!It!is!too!painful!!!!!!!!!!☐!I!don’t!want!to!call!the!ghosts!!!!!!!

☐ Within!my!family!such!talks!are!traditionally!not!allowed!

☐!I!feel!it!would!attract!bad!luck! ! ☐!Fear!of!the!unknown!world!! !

☐ I!don’t!mind!to!talk!about!it! !☐ I!feel!it!is!lack!of!respect!!!!☐!Other!(please!specify)……………………!

7.!If!someone!you!know!dies,!(not!a!close!friend!or!relative)!would!you!speaks!about!his/!her!death!to:!

To#Whom## # ########Yes#(I#will#tell)# #####No#(I#will#not)############

Acquaintances!! ! !

My!boss!! ! !

My!friends! ! !

My!colleagues!at!work! ! !

My!close!family! ! !

Extended!Family! ! !

My!neighbors!! ! !

My!collages!! ! !

My!(ex)!classmates! ! !

People!I!know!! ! !

My!teacher!(in!case!I!
am!student)!

! !

!
8.!In!Taiwan,!is!it!normal!to!talk!or!speak!openly!about!the!death!of!a!family!member,!or!loved!one!with!others!

that!are!not!your!close!family?!☐Yes!!!☐No!

9.!Which!of!the!following!are!you!most!likely!to!relate!the!number!4!with?!!!

☐!Bad!number!!!!!!☐!Death! !!!!☐!Lucky!number!!!!☐!Just!a!number!!!!☐!Other!(please!specify)………………………
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10.!Do!you!think!the!reason!that!some!hospitals!and!buildings!do!not!have!a!4th!floor!is!because!4!sounds!
like!death?!!☐!Yes!!!!!!!☐No!

11.!If!there!is!an!accident!and!someone!probably!died,!were!you!told!not!to!look!and!keep!going?!!!

☐!Yes!!!!!!!☐No!

12.!Do!you!think!it!is!important!to!follow!all!the!traditional!rituals!for!the!funeral!of!your!loved!one?!!

☐!Yes! !☐!No!!! ☐!I!don’t!know! ☐   Maybe!!

13.!Why!is!it!important!to!follow!the!traditional!rituals!for!a!funeral?!(Choose!the!most!important!for!you)!!

☐!It!is!my!filial!duty!/!responsibility!!!!☐ I!want!to!take!care!of!their!life!in!the!other!world!!!!!!

☐!I!want!to!meet!the!family!and!society!expectations!!!!!☐!I!want!the!decease!to!have!a!happy!afterlife!!

☐ It!is!not!important!!!!!☐ If!we!please!our!ancestors!they!can!bring!us!good!luck!or!benefits!!!!

☐!!Other……………………………………………….!

*14.!If!a!family!member!dies,!for!his/her!funeral!would!you!ALWAYS:!!!(Choose!the!3!most!important!
reasons,!in!order!1,2,3)!

☐!Follow!her/his!wishes!!!☐!Asked!the!elders!of!my!family!!!!!☐Do!what!Taiwanese!rituals!say!!!!

☐ Follow!the!advice!of!the!yellow!book!! ☐Hire!and!follow!the!advice!of!a!funeral!director! !

☐ Do!what!my!religion!says!!!!! !

*15.!When!I!die,!I!expect!my!family!to:!!(Choose!the!3!most!important!reasons,!in!order!1,2,3)!

☐!Follow!Taiwan’s!traditional!funerary!practices!!!!!☐Burn!money!and!goods!for!my!after!life!

☐ Check!in!the!yellow!book!for!the!right!day!for!my!funeral! ! ☐ Add!me!to!the!Family!table!

☐ Pray!for!me!during!the!ghost!month!!!!!!☐ Visit!my!tomb!during!the!4/4!festival!!!!!!!

 !☐!!Other……………………………………………….!
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Appendix 4 

Final Survey Chinese Version 
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  ☐其他 (請說明) _______________________ 
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