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Abstract
This article theoretically situates the study of academic obituaries 
within the sociology of death. It then analyses the In Memoriam 
notices published by the Revista Española de Investigaciones 
Sociológicas (REIS) from 1978 to 2024. Their characterisation yields 
a wide range of narrative forms and discursive practices used in 
the face of the death of colleagues. It also provides typological 
insights into these academic obituaries, intellectual networks and 
biographies, as well as their associated visibility and consecration 
processes. While this case study is centred on the REIS, it is further 
contextualised within the changing landscape of sociological 
journals over the period considered and incorporates other forms of 
tribute. The significant number of obituaries published contrasts with 
the scant attention given to the sociological analysis of this material 
in these types of journals.
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Resumen
En este artículo encuadramos teóricamente el estudio de los obituarios 
académicos dentro de la sociología de la muerte, antes de abordar 
el análisis de los in memoriam publicados por la Revista Española 
de Investigaciones Sociológicas (REIS) desde 1978 hasta 2024. La 
caracterización de estos ofrece una variedad de formas narrativas 
y prácticas discursivas ante la muerte de colegas que aporta 
conocimiento tipológico sobre tales necrológicas, las redes y 
biografías intelectuales y sus procesos asociados de visibilización y 
consagración. El estudio de caso alrededor de la REIS ha precisado su 
contextualización en el panorama cambiante de revistas sociológicas 
en el lapso temporal abarcado, así como la consideración de otros 
homenajes. El importante número de obituarios contrasta con la escasa 
atención al análisis sociológico de este material en dichas revistas.
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Introduction

The learning process—indicated through 
the use of the gerund—constitutes the 
contextual foundation for a research un-
dertaking initiated several years ago. This 
study was motivated by the passing of nu-
merous colleagues belonging to the most 
recent generation. There is, undoubtedly, 
a desire for sociological knowledge, but 
what is especially motivating is the inten-
tion to pay tribute to people who have 
been part of the human landscape, both 
personal and professional, not only of the 
writer, but also of those who have made 
this and other journals possible. 

A decision was made to refer to other 
tributes (both during life and posthu-
mously) alongside obituaries. This broader 
framing was intended to keep the scope 
open to a wider range of ways of ex-
pressing remembrance and recognition. 
It also encompasses modes of forget-
ting or oblivion that arise when faced with 
the lives and deaths of colleagues who 
have been connected to one’s own field 
of knowledge or specialisation in varying 
degrees. Neither of the expressions in ital-
ics above correspond to standardised or 
universal modes, but rather have taken 
different forms over time (Starck, 2004) 
and in each production and dissemina-
tion medium (Williams, 2003). Starck has 
contributed to the evolution of an art that 
he considers more focused on capturing 
life than death, drawing from his profes-
sional practice as a journalist and univer-
sity educator. This requires both research 
and narrative skills. From a sociological 
perspective, Williams has noted that, al-
though the (local and national) press has 
traditionally played a prominent role in the 
authorship and dissemination of obituar-
ies, these texts have also been produced 
and published by other business and pro-
fessional organisations. She mentioned 
some websites which are, in turn, pro-

moted either by business or professional 
organisations, and are linked to the media 
or other bodies. In some cases, these fa-
cilitate or accept contributions from the 
public.

Whilst this article does not disregard 
certain contributions from the informa-
tion sciences, its main focus is on sociol-
ogy and other related social sciences, as 
will be seen in the following section on the 
theoretical framework.

A theoretical framework for 
academic obituaries (and post-
mortem tributes). Looking at 
death with sociological eyes 
and from the viewpoint of 
other social sciences 

Michael Kearl (2009: 291) is the author of 
the most frequently cited book on the so-
ciology of death, which was first published 
in 1989 under the striking title Endings: A 
Sociology of Death and Dying. In a later 
work he provided a list of disciplines within 
the social sciences and the humanities, in 
which history was mentioned first. The other 
disciplines he identified were “social psy-
chology, philosophy, anthropology, religion, 
political science, and sociology”. He noted 
the difficulty in setting clear boundaries for 
a sociology of death, given the significant 
overlap between the various fields con-
cerned. This also serves to recall Philippe 
Ariès (who described himself as a “Sun-
day historian”) and his work on death in 
the Western world. His biography bears 
the mark of his relationship with the French 
historian Michel Foucault, who was also a 
philosopher, sociologist and psychologist. 
Ariès was instrumental in Foucault’s doc-
toral thesis being published, and Foucault 
wrote an obituary when Ariès died, only four 
months before Foucault’s own death. This 
helps to understand the difficulty in defin-
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ing the contours of a sociology of death and 
disciplinary overlaps noted by Kearl.

In Spain, sociology of death scholars 
such as Marí-Klose and De Miguel (2000) 
have also drawn on some aspects of Ariès’s 
work. De Miguel has a long track record of 
research in this field, although this is be-
yond the scope of this article. It suffices to 
note here that he edited the first special is-
sue on  Sociología  y  Medicina (Sociology 
and Medicine) published by the journal Pa-
pers in 1976; and that in a recent article 
(De Miguel, 2020) he analysed how learning 
about death, both present and absent, was 
addressed in the medical textbooks used to 
train new cohorts of students.

The international literature on the soci-
ology of death, particularly the most cited 
and widely recommended (Faunce and 
Fulton, 1958; Riley, 1983; Walter, 2008), 
has concluded that there has been evo-
lution of the field. Additionally, interna-
tional scholars have established that this 
research area warrants greater attention 
both within the social sciences in general, 
and within sociology in particular. Tony 
Walter’s extensive research career, which 
culminated in his appointment as Emeritus 
Professor of Death Studies at the Univer-
sity of Bath (United Kingdom), is worthy of 
note. He has studied a variety of aspects 
regarding the nexus between death and 
society, including not only end-of-life care 
but also funerary practices, among other 
themes (Walter, 1993, 2017; Walter and 
Bailey, 2020). The most recent of these 
works highlights funerals as strategic con-
texts for sociological inquiry (“a significant 
arena”1). The author argues for a thanato-

1  This article focuses on academic obituaries and other 
tributes. Beyond funerals themselves, disciplinary jour-
nals constitute a significant arena and a strategic con-
text for sociological observation, alongside the press 
and other commemorative practices. Unlike in-person 
funerals, this is a virtual form of encounter pertaining to 
communities whose shared reference point for knowl-
edge and recognition lies in published text.

logical concept, namely “disenfranchised 
grief”2, which draws attention to the par-
ticular significance of some relationships, 
even if there are no blood ties involved. 
In the words of Walter and Bailey (2020: 
177): “intense grief can be felt for anyone 
to whom one felt a close connection, irre-
spective of formal family relationship”. 

While Jacobsen was part of the Dan-
ish sociological academia at Aalborg Uni-
versity, he edited a collective volume that 
was published in 2017. Its striking title de-
scribed society as postmortal and advo-
cated for a sociology of immortality. These 
new conceptual ideas or codes have also 
proved useful for analysing the materi-
als on academic obituaries examined in 
this article. Relevant keywords include 
symbolic immortality, digital immortality 
and celebrity immortalisation. The book 
was initially conceived to be co-edited 
with Kearl, but he passed away in 2015. 
Jacobsen was left as the sole editor and 
dedicated the volume to the deceased. 
He also included a text written by Kearl 
in 2010 on the proliferation of postselves 
in American culture as the final chapter 
of the book. Chapter 1 was authored by 
Walter, the other leading specialist in the 
sociology of death, whose work has al-
ready been discussed. In this chapter he 
examined the relationship between im-
mortality and memory.

Shortly before the abovementioned 
compilation volume was released, its editor 
had published an article (Jacobsen, 2016), 
followed by a book with a similar title 
(Jacobsen, 2021). In these works, he pro-
posed adding a fifth phase, termed “spec-
tacular death”, to the four stages identi-
fied by Ariès in his history of death: “tamed 
death”, “death of one’s own”, “death of the 

2  A concept, coined by Kenneth J. Doka in 1989, re-
ferring to forms of grief that are less recognised from a 
socio-cultural viewpoint: the death of pets or of loved 
ones with whom we are not related by blood.



138� Learning from Academic Obituaries (and Other Tributes): Narrative-discursive Practices about the Life and Death of Colleagues

Reis. Rev.Esp.Investig.Sociol. ISSN-L: 0210-5233. N.º 195, July - September 2026, pp. 135-152

other” and “forbidden death”. Proposals 
for naming and conceptualisation followed 
under the label “digital death” (Sumiala and 
Jacobsen, 2024).

Holmberg, Jonsson and Palm (2019), 
researchers from the Department of Soci-
ology at Uppsala University, brought to-
gether a dozen contributions in the vol-
ume Death Matters. Cultural Sociology of 
Mortal Life, as part of a collective research 
project under the umbrella of cultural soci-
ology. The plurality of cases studied also 
covered locations outside Sweden and in-
cluded processes of memorialisation and 
mourning, such as at the death of celeb-
rities (Kania-Lundholm, 2019). This author 
studied “Digital Mourning Labor” in terms 
of the use by commercial brands and other 
organisations of the images of deceased 
celebrities for profit. This also helps in the 
analysis of obituaries and academic trib-
utes (the focus of this article) and seems to 
relate to the concepts of digital and spec-
tacular death referred to above.

Another noteworthy, particularly critical 
and self-critical contribution on sociolog-
ical approaches to death is the writing of 
Jyoti Puri (2021). It calls for the decoloni-
sation of theoretical perspectives adopted 
from a Eurocentric sociology that pays lit-
tle attention to gender, class or ethnic dis-
parities. It seeks to provide an alternative 
genealogy of the sociology of death by re-
visiting key figures in social thought, such 
as Harriet Martineau3, Ida B. Wells and 
W. E. B. Du Bois. More recently, Cachón-
Rodríguez (2024) highlighted the limited 
engagement with Du Bois’s work in Span-
ish sociological scholarship. He had also 

3  The first Spanish edition of Martineau's work was 
published in November 2022. Capitolina Díaz (2022: 
7 and 13) was the author of an introductory piece that 
helped to contextualise and assess the contributions of 
“our methodologist”, a pioneering sociologist who was 
a precursor of Durkheim’s work on suicide and exam-
ined moral values through epitaphs, among other empir-
ical materials.

addressed the racist and recurrent deaths 
of African Americans in the United States 
in a 2021 publication.

As noted above, the sociology of death 
provides a wide-ranging theoretical frame-
work. This could be further extended by ex-
amining its relationship with approaches 
to ageing, as well as with care and quality 
of life discourses in the final stages of life 
(Powell, 2022). However, it is worth men-
tioning some more specific contributions on 
academic obituaries from sociology, espe-
cially Bourdieu’s contribution to the under-
standing of scientific life.

Bridget Fowler (2004: 148) has de-
voted part of her research career to the 
study of obituaries as collective mem-
ory. In one of her early writings, she noted 
that “obituaries reveal and actively shape 
how societies remember”, an expression 
placed in quotation marks by the author 
(italicised here) alluding to the work of 
Connerton (1989). Following this author 
and others, such as Halbwachs (1992), 
Fowler invited us to approach obituar-
ies not only as mere individual tributes, 
but as part of a representation or sym-
bolic power play in the social macro-con-
text. She added that obituaries, under the 
guise of individual portraits, compose a 
kind of legitimacy of the social order of 
commemoration. In this first contribution, 
which focuses on obituaries published in 
the British press between 1900 and 2000-
2001, Fowler seeks to develop an empiri-
cal approach applicable to obituary narra-
tives, particularly drawing on Bourdieu’s 
work. She considers the work La noblesse 
d’état: grandes écoles et esprit de corps, 
used in its English edition of 1996, as a 
key work for a critical analysis of obitu-
aries in general. I share the assessment 
made by Fowler (2004: 150) and her iden-
tification in Bourdieu’s work (which I have 
also corroborated), of the world that is ne-
gotiated by editors, newspapers and ac-
ademic journals in which the publication 
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of obituaries is filtered according to the 
profile of the obituary subjects. I also en-
dorse her call for this (desirable), albeit 
slow, evolution from meritocratic criteria 
to more democratic ones.

A few years later, Fowler (2005, 2007) 
expanded her sociological enquiries into 
collective memory and obituaries, first in 
an article and later in a book. These con-
tinued to focus on journalistic obituar-
ies in the British press. The book com-
bined a quantitative analysis of “the lives 
we choose to remember” with an anal-
ysis of the discourse of these obituar-
ies. It also differentiated the categories of 
politicians, writers, artists, sportspeople 
and trade unionists for the period 1999-
2006. A typology of obituaries is put for-
ward, ranging from the most common, 
called “traditional positive”, to the “neg-
ative”, “tragic”, “ironic” and, finally, the 
“ untraditional positive”. These types are 
matched with some categories of collec-
tive memory, namely “dominant”, “popu-
lar” and “counter-memory”. Her research 
was guided by a question which she an-
swered by providing a conceptual reflec-
tion4. This has since been partly taken up 
in studies conducted by other scholars 
(Tight, 2008; Macfarlane and Chan, 2014; 
Hamann, 2016; Piumbato, Masson and 
Massao, 2021).

Ten years later, Fowler (2015) tack-
led the study of the academic obituar-
ies published in newspapers in a book 
chapter that was a tribute to a deceased 
teacher of hers. She returned to the theo-
retical contributions made by Halbwachs, 
in particular, his concept of social mem-
ory); and by Bourdieu, specifically, the 
notions of distinction and of canon forma-

4  "What, then, is the obituary, sociologically speaking?" 
(Fowler, 2005: 61). She answered the question on the 
same page: "a semi-ritualised nexus of ethical, political 
and professional worlds", "a verdict, derived from pro-
fessional peers, about the worth of the dead person’s 
contribution".

tion in university structures, among other 
conceptual contributions (but with little 
reference to the key concept of symbolic 
capital). In addition to Bourdieu’s work, 
previously recommended for its analysis 
of corporatism inside campus5,  Fowler 
also pointed to the need to revisit Homo 
Academicus6 and issued a critical warn-
ing about some undesirable side effects 
seen in certain academic obituaries (man-
agerialism, commodification and rational-
isation derived from such classifications 
or rolls of honour).

Williams has also made some contribu-
tions to the social scientific knowledge of 
necrologies, which have been useful to us 
for this analysis of academic obituaries. In 
the 1990s she published a pioneering arti-
cle on the obituaries of people who died of 
AIDS (Williams, 1997). Her theoretical use 
of Goffman’s work (on stigmatised iden-
tity) was taken up and expanded (using the 
concept of frame analysis) in the chapter 
on obituaries that she authored years later 
(Williams, 2003). This chapter highlighted 
the issue of institutional recognition in obit-
uaries, reserved for those who have held 
prestigious occupations during their lifetime. 

5  The expression campus adentro (inside campus) has 
been taken from the homonymous book (Parra, 2001). 
Another critical personal testimony of lived experience 
of Spanish university structures can be found in the 
autobiographical work by Juan Maestre (2021). These 
are two made in Spain versions of Homo Academicus 
and other works by Bourdieu, to be complemented by 
the early work of Amando de Miguel (1973), with ech-
oes of Ralf Darendorf's Homo Sociologicus of 1968. 
All three Spanish authors mentioned have achieved 
the status of emeritus professors in sociology. The 
critical view contained in their writings on academia, 
scholarship practice and the practitioners of their uni-
versity speciality has been further pursued in Albur-
querque's most recent work (2024).

6  Years earlier, Tight (2008: 127)  described this work 
as follows: "The only academic study which touches on 
academic obituaries in particular of which I am aware, 
is by Bourdieu (1988)". It was further specified that 
Bourdieu analysed thirty-four obituaries, examining the 
relationship between social origin and academic suc-
cess on the basis of an alumni yearbook from a French 
elite institution for the period 1962–1965.
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This issue reappeared in a later contribution 
(Williams, 2009), now under a separate, re-
named heading: “Democratization of Obitu-
aries”. Democratisation, an aspect of the so-
ciology of obituaries, has been identified in 
other disciplinary approaches (Starck, 2004), 
taken up here in the analysis of collected ac-
ademic obituaries and considered along-
side Bourdieu’s (2007, 2015) contributions 
on symbolic capital. This concept helps to 
uncover the social construction and repro-
duction of power relations and hierarchies 
by examining how prestige is recognised 
and attributed within academic contexts. In 
Bourdieusian terms, obituaries can be ana-
lysed as discursive practices for the conse-
cration of academic trajectories, determine 
social and cultural reproduction, shape class 
habitus and generate symbolic capital. As a 
form of posthumous acknowledgement artic-
ulated through academic publications, obit-
uaries condition the legacy and reception of 
the deceased’s work, while also constituting 
a form of capital for the academic commu-
nity to which that work belongs.

Methodology

The summary of how the study was conduc-
ted (methodological backstage) in this docu-
ment requires mentioning the methodologi-
cal strategy of case studies and their unique 
characteristics in qualitative social research. 
The account of the investigative activity ca-
rried out must invoke, albeit concisely, the 
dual approach (biographical and ethnogra-
phic) with which this strategy has usually 
been addressed from anthropology, social 
psychology, sociology and related social 
sciences. The relationship of the researcher 
to the materials collected, analysed and in-
terpreted must also be considered. Docu-
mentary fieldwork and participatory obser-
vation were central to this process, as they 
documented and contextualised the expe-
riences that informed the study up to the 

time of writing. Fowler’s (2015: 131) words 
on academic obituaries as ethnographic do-
cuments are worth recalling here: “If we ap-
proach these obituaries of academics as eth-
nographic documents, they open up certain 
rather surprising aspects”. 

From the preliminary record to the 
systematic archive of in memoriam cases 
of colleagues 

In keeping with a custom that has become 
part of my archiving routines in recent years, 
I have become accustomed to creating a 
new digital folder inside the one entitled In 
Memoriam each time I heard of a colleague’s 
or a student’s death7 from my university en-
vironment, whether through institutional 
channels or more personal means. Depend-
ing on the circumstances and my personal 
relationship with the individual, my initial re-
action of filing and preparing some prelimi-
nary documentation has given way to differ-
ent forms of participation in funerary tributes.

From May 2022 onwards, I began to 
work on In Memoriam cases on a system-
atic basis, with the intention of writing an ar-
ticle on discursive practices surrounding the 
death of colleagues. The process involved 
searching and surveying articles for rele-
vant obituary content, taking Spanish soci-
ology journals as the main focus of attention 
(from the founding of the journal to the pres-
ent day). The sociological and methodolog-
ical interest in obituaries extended beyond 
the strictly academic domain of disciplinary 
journals and quickly turned to tracing how 
deaths were reflected in the press and in 
other media of social communication and 

7  In 2023 and 2024, particular attention was given to 
the study of academic obituaries. There were sudden 
deaths of students whose academic lives I had been 
involved in as a lecturer (Sandra González Clavería), 
which included participation in a posthumous com-
memorative event (Daniela Rojas Salas). This socio-
logical piece of research is also dedicated to them.
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interaction. In some cases, posthumous 
commemorative events were held, including 
some direct participation in them, with vary-
ing degrees of involvement.

Preliminary case documentation and 
writing was sometimes done with col-
leagues from my working environment, re-
gardless of whether or not their area of ex-
pertise was strictly sociology. This made it 
possible to benefit from a degree of distant 
comparison8. It also served as a reminder 
of some discursive practices observed 
in university academia and even put into 
practice; namely the dedication of an arti-
cle or one of its sections to the memory of 
colleagues. I recall having done so on two 
occasions, by including an In Memoriam 
reference in a text published in 2015, ded-
icated to two colleagues, Ángel de Lucas 
and Juan José Linz (who died in 2012 and 
2013, respectively).

Moving from an initial open sampling 
approach to a more focused one

The literature reviewed on academic obitu-
aries following the aforementioned work by 
Bourdieu (1988) yielded, at one end of the 
spectrum, research focused on a single jour-
nal (Fernández, 2015); and at the other end, 
approaches that encompassed several disci-
plines, several countries and a large number 
of obituaries over time (Hamann, 2016). Ju-
lian Hamann undertook a qualitative analysis 
of 266 obituaries published in academic jour-
nals in physics, history and sociology in the 
United States, the United Kingdom and Ger-
many from the 1960s to the 2000s.

Other contributions that have focused 
only or especially on newspaper obituar-

8  A practice of constant and distant comparison 
learned from Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, and 
further developed by those who have taken up their leg-
acy by innovating and extending the classical method-
ological proposal and its variants, including colleagues 
such as Kathy Charmaz and Adele Clarke.

ies should also be noted (Bytheway and 
Johnson, 1996; Williams, 1997; Starck, 2004; 
Tight, 2008; Fowler, 2015; Fuente, 2017). 
Here, the literature also shows clear polar-
ities, ranging from studies limited to a sin-
gle country, newspaper and year (Bytheway 
and Johnson, 1996; Fuente, 2017) to a doc-
toral thesis comparing newspaper obituar-
ies in leading national outlets in Australia with 
those in the United States and the United 
Kingdom (Starck, 2004). These polarities no-
tably include the work of Francescutti (2019), 
a comparative study of the obituaries pub-
lished in three leading newspapers in Spain, 
namely El País and ABC (Madrid), and La 
Vanguardia (Barcelona). As the author noted 
when he explained the reasoning behind 
the sample, each of these newspapers rep-
resents an ideological position along the 
progressive–conservative spectrum and in 
relation to Catalan nationalist orientations. 
Separate mention should be made of the 
article by Tight (2008), in which the author 
constructed a striking sample consisting of 
the first one hundred obituaries published 
in the “quality press” in the United King-
dom in 2007. The analysis was restricted to 
academic obituaries, that is, for individuals 
whose lives were spent primarily within uni-
versities.

This should be supplemented by con-
tributions focusing on online obituaries 
(Mosquera, 2014; Heynderickx, Dieltjens 
and Oosterhof, 2019; McGlashan, 2021). 
These are new virtual spaces (including so-
cial media) to which traditional newspa-
per obituaries—now largely dominated by 
obituaries of celebrities—have increasingly 
moved  (Boyce and Dove, 2022).

The sample delimitations in the preced-
ing paragraphs offered insights that informed 
the learning process underpinning this study. 
Sampling decisions evolved from a more 
open approach to a more focused approach. 
It was decided at an early stage not to limit 
the analysis solely to material published in so-
ciological journals. It was deemed important 
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to see the impact of each death as reported 
in the press and other media. Tributes that 
came from both within and outside academia 
were also considered. Finally, the analysis fo-
cused on the Revista Española de Investiga-
ciones Sociológicas (REIS), a leading journal 
in Spanish sociology, and the Centro de In-
vestigaciones Sociológicas (CIS), its host in-
stitution, given the distinctive role they play in 
academic recognition practices. Both explor-
atory research avenues were deemed to be 
complementary (as part of a single case), and 
of particular interest because of their strate-
gic character. In this way, consideration was 
given not only to texts published in the jour-
nal (from its launch in 1978 to 2024), but also 
to posthumous commemorative initiatives 
promoted by the presidency of the CIS in re-
sponse to the loss of colleagues (besides trib-
utes paid during their lifetimes).

Analytical openness: a commitment to 
combined modes of analysis

The preceding sections on theoretical frame-
works and empirical research on posthu-
mous tributes and obituaries have covered 
a good part of the modes of analysis used 
in this field. Although emphasis has some-
times been placed on more quantitative or 
qualitative modes of analysis, combined ap-
proaches have been recurrently employed 
and tended to be more convincing and prom-
ising (Bourdieu, 1988; Fowler, 2007; Tight, 
2008; Williams, 1997, 2003, 2009; Hamann, 
2016; Heynderickx et al., 2019). This study 
has been guided by the consideration that 
analysis is omnipresent throughout the re-
search process: from the formulation of the 
problem through a sociological or social sci-
ence lens, to the selection of approaches, 
materials and other design decisions, and 
even during the phases of partial and final 
writing.

The study has been driven by the aim to 
test and apply some of the concepts identi-

fied in the reviewed literature (which have in-
formed several of the results presented below) 
to the Spanish case examined here. From a 
methodological perspective, the Análisis So-
ciológico del Sistema de Discursos  (Sociolog-
ical Analysis of Discourse Systems) approach, 
known by its Spanish acronym ASSD and de-
veloped by Fernando Conde (2009), played a 
central role in complementing the typological 
proposals presented in the results.

Results

The main results of the analysis of the obit-
uaries published in the REIS are presented 
below. They are organised into three sec-
tions: 1) the characterisation and contextu-
alisation of these obituaries within the land-
scape of other Spanish journals in the same 
field; 2) the relational plurality between the 
deceased individuals and the obituarists, 
together with the academic networks and 
biographies made visible through discur-
sive practices of recognition and mutual 
consecration, analysed using a typology 
of academic obituaries; and 3) other forms 
of tribute that contextualise the obituaries 
published in the REIS.

Characterisation of obituaries published 
in the REIS from 1978 to 2024

The REIS has published twenty-two In Me-
moriams between the first issue in 1978 
and issue 187 in 2024. However, there were 
only nineteen obituary subjects (all of them 
male), as more than one necrology was 
produced for two people: Luis Rodríguez-
Zúñiga (President of the CIS, 1988-1991) 
and Manuel Justel (CIS researcher). Table 1 
details the specific cases and provides the 
data considered to be essential for an ini-
tial characterisation, including journal issue, 
date of death, deceased’s age at death, 
obituarist and obituary word count.
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Ten of the nineteen obituary subjects 
died before the age of seventy, the 
compulsory retirement age at university; 
nine of them died under the age of sixty. 
Premature death, unexpectedness, accident 
circumstances or illness often affected 
the type and number of obituaries. Fowler 
(2005) called these “tragic obituaries”. Aside 
from the cases published in the REIS, there 
were numerous premature deaths in the 
Spanish sociological community: Eduardo 
Terrén (46), Carmen Gavira (52), Andrés 
Bilbao (53), María Ros (55), Javier Garrido 
(57), Julio Alguacil (58), Ángela López (62), 
Julio Cabrera (63), Jesús Ibáñez (64), Jaime 
Martín Moreno (64), Enrique Laraña (65), 
Helena Béjar (67).

The general word count (last column of 
Table 1) is taken as a first indicator or em-
pirical basis for the variety of narrative forms 
which obituaries published in the REIS have 
taken ever since its foundation. The num-
ber of words published in this paper pan-
theon (Francescutti, 2019) has ranged from 
197 words9 (shortest obituary) to 6446, 9432 
and 11 310 words, respectively (longest obit-
uaries), which shows that the editorial space 
given over to obituaries by the REIS has been 

9  This is the only anonymous obituary, as it is not per-
sonally signed but only bears the CIS seal. The obituary 
subject was a member of the CIS’s technical or admin-
istrative staff, rather than of the academic teaching and 
research staff within the social sciences.

TABLE 1.  Obituaries published in the REIS (1978-2024)

CASE 
NO.

Obituarised colleague Journal year 
(and issue 

no.)

Year 
of 

death

Age at 
death 
(years)

Author of the
obituary 

Text 
word 
count

1 Ángel de la Iglesia 1978 (REIS 2) 1978 58 José Jiménez Blanco 390

2 Juan Francisco Marsal 1979 (REIS 5) 1979 51 Amando de Miguel 412

3 J. L. Martín Martínez 1981 (REIS 16) 1981 51 CIS 197

4 Luis Rodríguez-Zúñiga 1991 (REIS 54) 1991 49 Joaquín Arango 472

5 Luis Rodríguez-Zúñiga 1991 (REIS 54) 1991 49 Carmen Iglesias 1279

6 Luis Rodríguez-Zúñiga 1991 (REIS 54) 1991 49 Carlos Moya 1885

7 Alberto Spreafico 1991 (REIS 56) 1991 63 Miguel Beltran 1403

8 E. Pinilla de las Heras 1994 (REIS 67) 1994 71 Jesús M. De Miguel 246

9 Manuel Justel 1995 (REIS 71) 1995 50 Francisco Alvira 681

10 Manuel Justel 1995 (REIS 71) 1995 50 Joan Font Fábregas 11310

11 J. L. Lopez Aranguren 1996 (REIS 74) 1996 86 J. E. Rodríguez Ibáñez 1329

12 Iñaki Domínguez 1998 (REIS 84) 1998 48 Jesus Arpal 217

13 José Luis Sequeiros 1999 (REIS 87) 1999 47 Luis González Seara 680

14 Leslie Kish 2000 (REIS 92) 2000 90 Juan Díez Medrano 437

15 Alberto Melucci 2001 (REIS 96) 2001 58 Jesus Casquette 2042

16 Peter Laslett 2001 (REIS 96) 2001 85 Diego Ramiro Fariñas 2022

17 Pierre Bourdieu 2002 (REIS 97) 2002 72 Luis Enrique Alonso 9432

18 Eloy Terrón 2002 (REIS 98) 2002 83 Rafael Jerez Mir 4456

19 Robert K. Merton 2002 (REIS 100) 2003 92 C. Torres and E. Lamo 6446

20 Francisco Murillo 2004 (REIS 107) 2004 86 Miguel Beltran 2846

21 J. L. García de la Serrana 2004 (REIS 107) 2004 58 Fernando Vallespin 1426

22 Johan Galtung 2024 (REIS 187) 2024 93 Juan Díez Nicolás 1458

Source:  Prepared by the author.
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evolving and flexible. Moreover, it reflects a 
heterogeneity that allows (and invites) a va-
riety of analyses, including typological pro-
posals. For example, the three longest obitu-
aries (cases 10, 17 and 19) exemplify a form 
of academic obituary that resembles a mono-
graphic research article on the academic fig-
ure and work of the deceased colleague10. 
Two shorter obituaries, which included a more 
(case 18) or less (case 15) extensive bibliogra-
phy, could be included in this modality. This 
corresponds to the bio-bibliographical obitu-
ary type—or subgenre—11.

As noted above, word count has been 
used as an initial indicator to help distin-
guish between different types of academic 
obituaries. Nevertheless, this initial measure 
needs to be complemented in order to pro-
gress with the typological analysis. In this 
respect, Obituary 8 for Esteban Pinilla had 
the third least number of words (246 words). 
However, its author, Jesús De Miguel, ful-
filled Pinilla’s final wish by having the man-
uscript of his deceased colleague and friend 
published in the REIS. This is a form of obit-
uary reminiscent of (but not on a par with) 
the Classic Text section of the REIS. In 1991, 
Beltrán authored Spreafico’s In Memoriam. 
He used the same modality, combining the 
obituary with a text written by his deceased 
colleague12, in this case in an extended ver-
sion of 1403 words and commemorating a 
colleague whose nationality was other than 
Spanish. There were other cases of obitu-

10  Case 10 is particularly distinctive, as only the first 
three paragraphs of the article were devoted to the indi-
vidual and then focused exclusively on the work, specif-
ically on electoral abstention, the area of specialisation 
of the deceased, with whom the author of the obituary 
had had a cordial intellectual disagreement.

11  This is the designation proposed here, as speci-
fied in Figure 1. The expression "bio-bibliography" was 
also used by the author of Obituary 17 in one of the 
headings.

12  This modality, inaugurated in case 1, reappears in 
case 12, where the death occurred while the deceased 
colleague’s article was already in press. It was a contri-
bution to a monographic issue of the journal.

aries for colleagues whose nationality was 
other than Spanish, a total of seven (of the 
twenty-two obituaries); in addition to the one 
referred to above, the subjects of these obit-
uaries were: Kish, Melucci, Laslett, Bourdieu, 
Merton and Galtung.

The REIS in the changing foundational 
context of other sociological journals in 
Spain

Table 1 shows the dates of publication of 
each obituary in the REIS. It should be noted 
that there were years where no In Memoriams 
were published (1980, 1982 to 1990, 1992 
and 1993, 1997 and, especially, the long pe-
riod 2005-2023). For this latter period, it is 
necessary to acknowledge that other aca-
demic journals in Spain existed or emerged 
in fields of shared knowledge similar to that of 
REIS. In addition to the information provided 
in the methodology section, some basic de-
tails on other journals are outlined below, pay-
ing attention to the period when no obituaries 
were published in the REIS after the beginning 
of the twenty-first century.

The RIS (Revista Internacional de Soci-
ología), published by the Instituto de Estudios 
Sociales Avanzados (IESA-CSIC), has pub-
lished the In Memoriams of five colleagues in 
this first quarter of a century: Mendras, López, 
Tilly, Ayala and Giner13 (published in 2003, 
2007, 2009, 2010 and 2020, respectively).

PAPERS, with more than fifty years of 
history, linked to the Department of So-
ciology of the Autonomous University of 
Barcelona, has published eighteen obitu-
aries. They are available online: five before 
2000 (for Pinilla, Marcos Alonso, García 
Nieto, Popper, Boix), five from 2000 to 2004 
(for Bernstein, Bourdieu, Rawls, Merton, 

13  The tribute to Salvador Giner took two forms. The 
first was an introduction to the Personalia section written 
by the editor of the RIS. The second, by Manuel Pérez 
Yruela, was a republished article on Giner’s work that in-
cluded the response Giner had written to that text.
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Sweezy) and the remaining eight in the pe-
riod 2010-2014 (Dahrendorf, Cohen, Terrén, 
Bell, Malek, de Lucas, Ostrom and Linz).

Sociología del Trabajo (ST) is a journal 
based at the Complutense University. It has 
published eight In Memoriam originals, as 
well as one reprinted text, during the initial pe-
riod (1979-1983) and the second period (from 
1987 onwards). The first obituary was written 
for Santos in 1999 and was authored by the 
directors of ST. The second was for Brusco 
(in 2003), and the third for Wisner. Dombois 
was commemorated in 2018, and de la Garza 
in 2021. Three obituaries were published in 
2023, one in issue no. 102 (for Miguélez) and 
two in issue no. 103 (for Ortí and de Miguel). 
ST also opted to republish in this issue the ex-
tensive obituary that Alfonso Ortí dedicated 
to his colleague and friend Ángel de Lucas, 
which had previously been published by the 
journal Sociología Histórica in 2012.

Política y Sociedad, published by the 
Faculty of Political Science and Sociology 
of the Complutense University of Madrid, 
appeared in 1988. It only published four In 
Memoriams: one in 1999 (for Luhmann); two 
in 2003 (for González Encinar and Bilbao), 
and in 2004 for Murillo, for whom Beltrán 
had also written an obituary that was pub-
lished in the REIS. Política y Sociedad did 
not cover the absence of obituaries in REIS 
during the period 2005-2023.

In 2001, the FES (Federación Española 
de Sociología) recreated14 and published 
the Revista Española de Sociología (RES). 
In its twenty-four years of continuous exist-
ence it published fourteen In Memoriams: the 
first three in 2007, 2008 and 2009 (for López, 
Bouzada and Jiménez Blanco) and the last 
three in 2020, 2021 and 2024 (for Castillo, 
Giner and Carabaña). In between, the re-
maining eight obituaries were concentrated 
in 2010 (Centelles, Vidal-Beneyto), 2013 

14  It was founded in 1963, but only published Issue no. 
0 (illegally, as it was censored by Franco’s regime) and 
Issue no. 1 (legally) before it was closed.

(Alabart, Boudon) and 2014 (Linz, Laraña). 
Therefore, unlike the journal Política y So-
ciedad, the RES provided an outlet for aca-
demic obituaries that were not published in 
the REIS during the period 2005-2023.

Encrucijadas (with the complementary ti-
tle of Revista Crítica de Ciencias Sociales) was 
born in 2011. Over its fourteen years of exist-
ence, it published seven In Memoriam pieces, 
although this total could almost be doubled 
if each of the five individually authored obit-
uaries presented as a single document were 
counted separately. These were coordinated 
by the editor, who added a highly developed 
bio-bibliographical appendix on the figure 
and work of Mario Gaviria in the 2018 mono-
graphic issue. The journal had previously pub-
lished its first obituary in 2013. The piece was 
dedicated to Santiuste and was authored in-
stitutionally by the Editorial Team and the Edi-
torial Board. The remaining four obituaries are 
dated 2016, 2017, 2019 and 2020, and were 
dedicated respectively to Bauman, Atkinson, 
Millett and Porqueres. These four obituaries 
show the multidisciplinary approach of the 
journal (as in ST and REIS), as obituary sub-
jects and obituarists came from various disci-
plines, ranging from sociology to economics, 
philosophy (and other fields) through to an-
thropology. All four obituaries have abundant 
bibliographical references.

While other journals in the sociological 
field open to other social sciences and hu-
manities have been published obituaries, 
they would be beyond the editorial scope 
of this article, as the main focus of attention 
revolves around the case of the REIS.

Relational and authorial plurality, 
networks and academic biographies 
made visible through discursive practices 
of mutual consecration

It is worth asking to what extent friendship, as 
a recurring feature in obituarist/obituary sub-
ject pairings, has both advantages and draw-
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backs for obituaries. When the obituarist was 
a friend, this afforded both the ability and the 
willingness to portray the deceased, as well 
as forms of recognition grounded in admira-
tion; however, it also entailed the risk of pro-
viding an idealised, biased or constrained ac-
count. Tight (2008) warned about the close 
relationship between obituarists and obituar-
ised, particularly the discipleship relationship, 
although only in some cases. In the case of 
the REIS, only two obituarists acknowledged 
this kind of relationship. Case 11 spoke of 
“maestro sui géneris” (“master of his own 
kind”) and differentiated official from “unof-
ficial” disciples, among whom they included 
themselves; and case 20 highlighted the “un-
disputed teacher” (now atypical) as well as 
the wide network of disciples in various fields. 
Other relational forms have appeared in the 
obituaries of the REIS, such as: the one that 
combines the academic and friendly relation-
ship, the most abundant (cases 1, 2, 5, 6, 8, 9, 
12, 13, 21 and 22); the international academic 
(cases 7, 14, 15, 16, 17 and 19); the national 
academic (cases 10 and 18) and the institu-
tional (cases 3 and 4). The latter can be qual-
ified as endogenous, as they are obituaries 
dedicated to staff working for the CIS (pres-
ident or researcher), the journal’s publish-
ing body. It is foreseeable (and desirable) to 
imagine an exogenous institutional type that 
gives way to editorial practices where any 
death belonging to the scientific community 
covered by the journal or publishing entity is 
at least minimally reflected in an institutional 
In Memoriam. Some organisations currently 
engage in the practice of “collecting and dis-
seminating the names and perhaps a brief 
biography of people who died over the past 
year” (Williams, 2009: 786), a way of address-
ing the issue of the democratisation of obitu-
aries, which has been highlighted by Williams.

Beyond the metrics and forms found 
within this relational plurality, other concep-
tual outcomes should be highlighted, such 
as academic intergenerationality, “which ma-
terialises in networks of scientific collabora-

tion” (Piumbato, Masson and Massao, 2021: 
391). The extent to which academic obitu-
aries are characterised by their reference to 
master-disciple networks, collaboration, etc. 
has been a driving concern, as in other stud-
ies (Fernandez, 2015). The discipleship rela-
tionship noted in the previous paragraph has 
been partly confirmed and exemplified. How-
ever, these generational chains and networks 
also appear in many cases of academic re-
lationships with or without friendship, which 
are the most prevalent.

We must also add the learning that ac-
ademic obituaries provide regarding the  
biographical-curricular tripod (teaching- 
research-management)15. These are biogra-
phies situated in academic and intellectual 
networks that help to explain the composi-
tion of schools, groups and invisible colleges 
which mobilise to honour someone in the net-
work or community to which they belong16. 
Other authors have referred to this as an ideal 
community (Mosquera, 2014), a community of 
reference and audience (Hamann, 2016) or an 
academic community (Piumbato, Masson and 
Massao, 2021). Hamann (2016: 4) highlighted 
the particular nature of obituaries compared 
to biographies, peer reviews and recommen-
dation letters, as he considered that obituar-
ies, by more regularly addressing an imagined 
audience, manage to involve it more in the “(e)
valuative discourse”. He added that the author 
of each obituary suggests to these communi-
ties of reference and audience how academic 
life ended by death should be remembered, 
as these are “positioning practices” that en-
compass all kinds of academic merits, includ-
ing the positions held, to classify this life, as-
cribe it to a network or school, or compare it 
with other figures in the community of refer-

15  This is something I expected to find, given the ob-
servation-participation in the university field and the re-
sults of authors such as Macfarlane and Chan (2014).

16  The case of Alfonso Ortí has been dealt with else-
where to develop and connect these and other con-
cepts, starting from the so-called bibliographic tribute in 
life (Valles, 2022).
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ence. Hence, this author defined obituaries as 
“acts of consecration” that are “aimed at the 
scientific community as much as at the de-
cedent” (Hamann, 2016: 11). Bourdieu (2007: 
222) referred to institutionalised consecration 
through titles of nobility and academic hon-
ours as a means of expressing not only so-
cial position but also collective recognition, a 
feature observed in a large proportion of the 
obituaries published in the REIS (and in other 
journals).

The obituary accounts analysed here 
have shown a double narrative configura-
tion (Conde, 2009) resulting from the inter-
weaving of a horizontal biographical axis 
(private pole of personal life versus the 

public pole of academic life) and a verti-
cal hierarchical-classist axis (according to 
the greater or lesser recognition of the ac-
ademic position achieved). This polarisa-
tion was finally chosen, replacing the aris-
tocratic vs. democratic pole, to integrate 
Bourdieu’s (1988, 2007, 2015) contribution 
on the struggles for symbolic capital in the 
scientific field. Figure 1 shows the results 
of this analysis. The location of each obitu-
ary on this typological-discursive map rep-
resents the correspondence of its position-
ing on the axes referred to above; that is, 
its proximity to, or distance from, the cor-
responding poles. In the upper-right quad-
rant, the most numerous are what have 

FIGURE 1.  Types of academic obituaries (REIS, 1978-2024)17

17  Except in exceptional circumstances, higher or lower recognition corresponds to a higher or lower acade-
mic position attained. It is this higher or lower recognition that generates higher or lower symbolic capital. The-
refore, both dimensions can be grouped along the horizontal axis under a single label, namely highest recog-
nition and academic position attained, and this label can then be operationalised by reference to highest or 
lowest symbolic capital.

Source:  Prepared by the author.
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been called bio-bibliographical obituaries 
with greater symbolic capital, devoted to 
highly renowned colleague-mentors, par-
ticularly in recognition of their published 
work and their national or international 
honours. While in the upper-left quadrant 
are what have been labelled bio-personal 
obituaries, also with similar capital, of col-
leagues-teachers or friends valued more 
for their personal attributes, their teaching 
or their management work than for their 
published or research work. Both types 
have a complementary necrological form 
with less symbolic capital, applied to col-
leagues who were less well known or who 
had fewer disciples.

Other tributes

This section summarises the issues men-
tioned in brackets in the title of the paper, 
given the editorial constraints. As with the 
years in which no obituaries appeared in 
the REIS, which required reference to other 
Spanish sociological journals, it is also nec-
essary to consider tributes published else-
where, whether during scholars’ lifetimes or 
after their death, and not necessarily asso-
ciated with the REIS. This applies not only to 
the journal’s host institution (CIS), although it 
has played an important role as a promoter 
and editor of such tributes. While these ma-
terials cannot be examined in detail here, 
they inform the more comprehensive contex-
tual analysis of academic obituaries. Moreo-
ver, some of these refer to lifetime tributes, in 
their various forms (academic events, books 
or other media, and awards), as a curricular 
distinction for the deceased.

Again, the premature deaths of col-
leagues (very numerous, as noted in the 
REIS obituary period) made a notable differ-
ence. Their sudden and early nature explains 
why lifetime tributes for them were not held, 
as these commemorative events are typically 
held around the age of retirement. By con-

trast, some of the obituaries for colleagues 
who died at an advanced age concern inter-
national peers (cases 14, 16, 19 and 22), for 
whom such lifetime and posthumous tributes 
tend to be organised primarily by their home 
institutions. An exceptional case of a dou-
ble posthumous tribute promoted by the CIS 
(among others, see Valles, 2023) was that for 
Alain Touraine. It consisted in a commem-
orative event held in December 2023 and a 
book published in June 2024 in the Classics 
of Social Thought series.

Case 17, on the life and work of 
Bourdieu, deserves individual consideration 
here. He died at the age of seventy-one and 
was the subject of both strong affinities and 
marked aversions before and after his death, 
as his Spanish obituarist and promoter of 
other tributes pointed out (Alonso, 2021). 
Outside Spain, Swartz, who promoted the 
special issue on Bourdieu in Theory and So-
ciety (vol. 32, 2003) and authored the 2013 
book Symbolic Power, Politics, and Intel-
lectuals: The Political Sociology of Pierre 
Bourdieu, also argued for middle-ground 
discursive and academic practices for as-
sessing the work of this exceptional scholar. 
Such practices are intended to avoid the ex-
tremes that may arise from discipleship pas-
sion and the profanation of colleagues or 
works regarded as sacred.

Discussion and conclusions

The review of the literature on the sociol-
ogy of death, as a theoretical and empirical 
framework for the study of academic obitu-
aries, has led us to discover a field of spe-
cialisation with a variety of contributions 
mainly made by colleagues outside Spain. 
This literature has focused particularly on 
obituaries published in the media, rather 
than in the journals of the various social sci-
ence disciplines. A significant number of ac-
ademic obituaries have been published in 
the main Spanish sociological journals, but 
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little attention has been paid to the socio-
logical analysis of this material.

The main focus of this article has been 
on the obituaries published in the REIS 
from its inception in 1978 until 2024. In or-
der to analyse and understand the REIS 
case, it has been necessary to contextual-
ise it in two ways. On the one hand, within 
the panorama composed of other journals 
that share their field of knowledge, some of 
which have been founded in the 21st cen-
tury. On the other hand, the REIS, like other 
journals, is located in organisations that 
also offer living and posthumous tributes 
other than the journal format, which should 
be considered and included in the case 
study. It is precisely this dual context that is 
lacking in some of the typological proposals 
on obituaries in the literature.

Another feature that characterises the 
analysis of academic obituaries based on 
the case of the REIS has been the empha-
sis placed on the relational plurality between 
the obituarised colleagues and their obit-
uarists, while taking into account the dual 
context referred to above. This in turn has 
been linked to two processes addressed 
in the literature: the process of making ac-
ademic networks and biographies visible, 
and what has come to be called mutual 
consecration. In both processes, obituar-
ies are instructive and a source of learning 
about discursive practices in which a redun-
dant narrative structure emerges, as iden-
tified through the narrative and discursive 
analysis undertaken. This structure involves 
the biographical polarity between the pri-
vate and personal history, on the one hand, 
and the public and academic trajectory, on 
the other. The latter intersects with a further 
polarity of greater or lesser recognition ac-
cording to the academic position attained, 
understood in terms of symbolic capital. 
Each type of academic obituary results from 
the dosage and combination of these po-
larities, as well as being profiled according 
to the characterisation set out in the results 

section. The obituary genre observed in the 
REIS offers a wide range of ways of hon-
ouring the lives and legacies of those who 
preceded us in the profession, which will 
need to continue to be compared with aca-
demic obituaries published by other journals 
and by editorial bodies or institutions that 
promote this and other types of tributes. 
The case of the REIS and the CIS were se-
lected as an initial step in the sociological 
study of obituaries within Spanish academic 
sociology due to its strategic character, 
openness to related disciplines, and the 
broad time span encompassed by the obit-
uaries published between 1978 and 2024. 
This temporal breadth has facilitated the 
observation and analysis of their typological 
evolution as a key narrative and discursive 
genre in the development of the sociology 
of death and of scientific communities.
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