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Louisiana Cemeteries as Manifestations

of Group Identity

Tadashi NAKAGAWA

Based upon the recognition that a cemetery is a unit of cultural group identity, this study
identifies mosaic patterns of Louisiana culture groups through examination of group attributes ex-
pressed in cemeteries. After making a distribution map of cemeteries, 236 cemeteries were sam-
pled for a systematic data collection. The fieldwork was conducted by the author between De-
cember 1984 and May 1985. The data were analyzed to elucidate group attributes.

The analysis indicates that the Louisiana culture forms a cultural mosaic of Catholics, white
Protestants, and black Protestants. The group unit of Catholics is the largest, while that of black
Protestants is the smallest. Catholic groups were formed in part under the direction of the
church leadership. A group unit usually contains both white and black people. The location,
ownership, and activities of the cemeteries reflect ritualistic nature of the group. By contrast,
white Protestants rarely mix with blacks. The role of the church in group formation is smaller.
Many of white Protestant cemeteries are family, community, or municipal cemeteries. Cemetery
decoration is considered as a secular community activity. Black Protestants are also racially
homogeneous. Although their groups were formed with churches as their cores, they do not have
a strong ritualistic nature.

Cultural variation between North and South Louisiana derived from the different distribution
of these three groups. While the majority of Catholics live in South Louisiana, North Louisiana
have most white Protestants. Black Protestants occupy the plantation areas of both North and
South Louisiana. However, minority groups may have the tendency to accept cultural traits of
the majority group. For example, cemetery decorations in some white and black cemeteries in
and around South Louisiana are conducted in All Saints’ Day like Catholic, although they do not
practice formal religious ceremonies in their cemeteries.

It is also noted that urban cemeteries contrast with rural ones. Urban cemeteries are
generally much larger, reflecting larger group units. Racially mixed cemeteries are more fre-
quent in urban groups. Urban groups tend to express their identity to such larger societies as
nation, while rural folks' identity to local group remains relatively strong.
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