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BURIAL VERSUS CREMATION
By
Major Dr, Shah Nawaz Khan, M.B.,B.S,

There are different ceremonies observed by different
nations, regarding the disposal of their dead. Some of
‘their customs are strange and the other are shocking to
human sentiments. A close study of these different
customs reveals the fact that the more primitive a nation,
the primitive is its method of the disposal of its dead.

Some uncivilised people, and especially their nomadic
tribes, leave their dead behind and move on to new
pastures. The Wanyamwesi in Africa carry their dead
into the forest to be devoured by wild beasts. The
Karamojas in North Uganda threw their dead to hyenas,
which abound in that area. Some tribes of Guineg threw
their dead into the sea. The Kamtchadales keep dogs
with them to consume their dead under the funny
impression that those, who are devoured by dogs in this
world, will become masters of fine dogs in the next world.
Parsees place their dead in a round tower, called the
“Tower of Silence,”” where vultures make them their
food. In Dahomey (West Coast of Africa) it is said
that the body of a person who is killed -by lightning is
cut into pieces and is eaten by their priests.

In ancient Egypt, human dead bodies were preseﬁed
by embalming, and were known as mummies. The

natives of East Africa generally bury their dead.

Of the different methods that are in vogue 'in’ the
world, cremation and earth-burial deserve our special
attention, because these are the two methods which
mostly prevail among the civilised people. Burial is,
indeed, an earlier custom than cremation and it was
generally practised in the ancient world, except Egypt
where the bodies were embalmed.
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Burial has so far been the general practice in the
Western countries as well, and it is only since a few
years that voice has been raised in favour of cremation.
It is said that cremation is getting popular in the United
Kingdom, and some cremation have also been started.
Cremation is also becoming popular with some Europeans
in India, and a crematorium has been established in
Calcutta. It is alleged that with the increasing demand
of the growing population, land cannot be spared for
well-organised and capacious cemeteries. Some prefer
cremation to earth-burial under the belief that the former
is a-more sanitary method of the disposal of the dead.

Now we have to see which of these two methods is
natural, more sanitary and universally applicable.

1. The Natural Method
“Dust thou art—to dust returneth.”

Human beings are created from dust. (The opum

passes through the different stages of evolution during
its development inside the womb by consuming blood

derived from the mother's food.). It cannot be denied
that the source of all our food is the soil. Man is born,

and attains puberty, by assimilating food derived from
the soil. This shows that the cells of our body (like all
living organic matter) have a special affinity for mole-
cules of earth. Hence it is quite rational to place human
dead bodies inside the earth, where the putrefactive
bacteria of the soil will consume them as cleanly as they

prepare food for them during their life time.

Man adds to his body cells by consuming complex
foodstuff (proteins) containing Nitrogen which is liberated
from the dead organic matter by the putrefactive bacteria
of the soil. Therefore, it is advisable to bury the huma_n
body after death, (which is nothing but the dead organic
matter), into the soil, so that it may be decomposed
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and resolved completely and inoffensively. Man, after
death, should lie in peace under cover of the earth,
whence he derived food during his life time. If man was
created (rom fire, it would have been quite natural to
burn him after death. But facts are against it, hence
burial is the natural method.

1I. The Biological Method. ?
The part played by the nitrifying bacteria in the
soil is wonderful. They cling to the roots of green,
plants in millions and are busy in fixing the nitrogen
of the soil. When dead vegetable and animal organic;
matters sink into the soil, these are decomposed by the
putrefactive bacteria into phosphates, nitrates ‘and
ammonia. Ammonia is further reduced to . nitrogen
by the nitrifying bacteria. Thus nitrogen, which is in
the form of u complex organic compound, is set free
and absorbed by the roots of the green plant as
inorganic ‘nitrates, etc. This inorganic nitrogen is again
converted into complex compound of nitrogen (proteins)
by the plants which form our food. .

Nitrogen is essential for all forms of life.” It is
needed by plants and animals alike, but the difference
is, that we have to depend, upon the green leaf to get
it. Plants are accumulative and anabolic, and animals
are spend-thrift and katabolic. Nitrogen is an
integral constituent of all proteins, but we cannot con--
sume it in its elementary state. Plants transform
elementary nitrogen into complex organic compounds
(proteins) which we can assimilate as food. The cycle®
of life is thus dependent upon the Nitrogen cycle.. Dead
organic matter, when sinks into the soil, is decomposed into
elementary nitrogen by the bacteria, and is transferred
into ‘organic compounds of nitrogen (proteins) by .the
plants' which form our food. “This process of decom--
position is essentially the same whether the organic
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matter is the carcass of an elephant, a beetle, a tree
or a leaf”. (Rosenau). :

! This shows that in order to make  the Nitrogen
cycle work, it *is necessary that the dead animal and the
vegetable organic matter should enter the soil. If, instead
of burying the organic matter, we were to incinerate
it, nitrogen of the soil will get consumed, and there being
no fresh organic matter to replenish it, the Nitrogen
cycle will cease. Consequently lifé will no longer exist.
We find that this need of the soil is being fulfilled naturally
uiz., the dead vegetable and the animal organic matter
excreta of men and animals, carcasses of animals and
birds, foliage, garbage, etc.) sink into the soil and get
decomposed.  This helps in keeping on the nitrogen
content of the soil at par, and the Nitrogen cycle keeps on

working uninterruptedly.
III. The Sanitary Method.

Burial is considered by some as an insanitary method
on the plea that the subsoil water percolates from the
graves and pollutes the sources of drinking-water. Again,
it is alleged that putrefactive gas escapes from the
graves and produce a deleterious effect on public health.

The first defect can be removed very easily : firstly,
by building cemeteries outside the town, i€, far
away from the sources of drinking-water ; and
secondly, by encouraging the public to use water from
the deep wells for drinking purpose. It should be made
known that the source of water from the deep well is
beyond the ‘‘danger zone”, ie., in those layers of the
soil which are free from ammonia and other gas of
putrefaction. The second argument is quite invalid,
because the escape of gas of putrefaction is not a
proved . fact. . Perhaps some gas may escape if the grave
is not deep enough, but the remedy for it is. quite
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obvious. And in addition, the possibility of any gas
escaping outside can be minimised by planting trees in
cemeteries, which will serve a double purpose. Firstly,
the roots of the trees will absorb the sub-soil water, and
thus help in speedy resolution of the body by keeping the
graves dry inside, and lessening putrefaction. Secondly,
if in spite of this any gas escapes, the leaves of these
trees will absorb them.

Cremation, on the other hand, is evidently more
insanitary than burial. The burning of human flesh
liberates gases which are peculiarly offensive to human
olfactory senses. This shows that burial is compara-
tively less injurious to public health than cremation.
Moreover, if cemeteries were to be properly con-
structed and the necessary precaution adopted, burial
would become a most sanitary and safe method fqr the
disposal of the dead.

If it be admitted that the incineration of the dead organic
matter is more sanitary than its inoffensive decomposition
through the processes of nature, even then the advantage
gained by the cremation of the dead human bodies will at
best remain inappreciable in the midst of general insanita-
tion produced by the other forms of the dead organic
matter (excreta of animals, foliage of trees, garbage, etc.)
left to decompose through the processes of nature. Very
little benefit, therefore, can be derived unless all forms
of rubbish are collected and burnt. But this is obviously
impracticable on account of the huge expense that such an
operation will involve. Therefore the question naturally
arises that when thousands of tons of dry refuse consisting
of foliage excreta and carcasses of animals, garbage etc.,
are left to nature to deal with, why should not the ,dead
bodies of human beings be buried and allowed to
undergo natural decomposition ?

From an economic point of view also burial must be
preferred, as burning is more expensive, and it is common
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knowledge that the poorer people cannot' afford to
procure enough fuel to thoroughly burn their dead.
This is the reason why, in India, many balf-burnt dead
bodies are seen in the “Burning Ghats'’, where the final
stage is completed by dogs and vultures.

IV. Human Sentiments.

If due regard is paid to human sentiments and feel-
ings, burning of the human dead bedies would appear to
be an unnatural proceeding. That a person, who during
the life-time of his dear old father had deep love and
reverence for him, should after his death be called upon
to set fire to bhis body, and to crack his skull with a
hammer to enable it to burn more easily, as is actually
done by the Hindus. It seems shocking to the extreme!

V. Medico-Legal Aspect.

Another drawback in the practice of cremation is that
it affords criminals a chance of concealing their crime,
because it is very difficult to give a definite opinion
regarding the cause of death in the case of incinerated
bodies. Burial, again, is the only method of disposal of
the dead human bodies that can safely be permitted in
cases of suspected death. It is evident that if the practice
of burial is universally adopted by the public, it will

greatly help the medical jurist.

VI. Arch=ology and Evolution.

Burial is the keystone to the birth, development and
firther progress of the sciences of Archzology and
Evolution. The ancient practice of earth burial has proved
an inestimable boon to the students of Archzology and
Natural History alike. Just imagine that if cremation of
the dead human beings and animals had been an early
and general practice of the ancient world, how could have
been born these valuable sciences ? The scientists are
under a deep debt of gratitude to our forefathers who
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helped in the formation of fossil remains and other valu-
able strata of the earth by burying their dead in the earth.

In view of the ubove facts it is evident that Burial *is
Natural, Biological, Sanitary, Economical and a universally
applicable method, which also shows a due regard for
human sentiments. Burning, on the contrary, is a method
which is insanitary, expensive, against the laws of Nature
and the demands of Biology, and further it out-rages
human sentiments and feelings as well.

Directions for Earth-Burial and Organisation
of Cemeteries.

1. The object of burial is speedy resolution and
complete oxidation of the body. Hence sandy or cal-
carious soil is best suited for this purpose. The soil should
be porous and light, and should at the same time be either
naturally or artificially drained to a depth of 8 feet.
Clay and chalky soil are not suitable for burial grounds,
because they cannot be drained properly. H

2. The site selected for a cemetery should not b;
high, because natural drainage will pollute water supply
at a lower level. i

3. The area should be divided into plots ‘and provided
with pathways at convenient intervals. i

4. Cemeteries should be built outside the town, well
away from sources of drinking-water, and trees should be
planted in them to absorb the sub-soil water and gas if any.

5. Six feet by 2} feet are convenient dimensions for
a non-masonry grave, and a space of 4 feets should be left
between them. If in future more bodies are required to be
accommodated in the ‘cemetery, this intermediate space
can be used without disturbing the existing graves. In
larger towns where the demand for land is, very pressing,
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laws can be made to dig out old graves after a reasonable
length of -time, and utilise them for burial purpose. Five
years for ordinary cases and .ten years for infectious

cases would be a safe period after which graves can be
»

used again,

6. Too deep a burial should as a rule be avoided.
Generally a depth of 3-5 feet is enough, and a space of
2} feet should be left between the level of the subsoil water
and dead bodies. If we go deeper, the sub-soil water will
come in contact with the bodies and delay resolution, and
at, the same time it will pollute the sources of drinking-
water. It has been shown by experiment that putrefactive
bacteria are most abundant in the upper 3-4 feet deep
layers of the soil. Hence very deep burial interferes with
speedy resolution and oxidation of the body.

7. . Too shallow a burial is also inadvisable, because
there is danger of jackals digging out the grave and dis-
honouring the body. There should be a brick wall round
the cemetery, or at least it should be protected by a
strong fence. £ i

8. Tt takes about a year for the soft parts of the body
to get resolved inoffensively. Bone, however, takes longer
time to disappear. Strong wooden and metallic” coffins
help to preserve the body for a long time, but they interfere’
with its speedy resolution. In spite of this, their use is’
indispensable in cases where the body is interred
temporarily and has to be exhumed later on ‘and carried
to another place for ceremonial or religious purposes.

9. All places for burial should be registered so that
the local authorities may exercise full control over them.
In conclusion, T would again emphasize that Burial is

a Natural, Biological, Sanitary and Economical method of
disposal of the dead human beings, which should be

adopted by the civilized world.
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