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Abstract 
 
This thesis examines how we might say that death is gendered, and what that might mean for 

feminist questions of justice. To explore these questions, I use two movements that are in a 

discursive struggle for definitional power over death: death positivity and transhumanism. I 

consider the movements’ use of the concepts ‘the self’, ‘the body’ and ‘nature’, as well as 

gender, and how these negotiate meanings in death. The movements propose very different 

solutions to the problem that death poses, despite some common motifs, based in their 

different relationships to the above concepts. I suggest that transhumanism, a radical 

futuristic movement, aligns with an anthropocentric understanding of the human, which 

causes problems like climate change. We are, at the moment, in an unprecedented timescape 

called the Anthropocene, characterized by human intervention in the natural world, revolving 

around a subject that positions the human as above and outside the material of nature. This 

human self is justified in its exploitation of those that do not conform to its ideal form of 

being human, those who are othered through their difference from this ideal self. One of these 

types of difference is gender. The othered, human and non-human, are subject to 

necropolitical exertions of power, power that decides life and death. I argue that dislodging 

the human at the center of the world to address its problems starts with acknowledging death 

as a phenomenon. Death positivity emerges as a challenge to these unequal necropolitics, 

where they advocate for others’ participation in discursive constructions of death, as well as 

empowerment through their personal relationships to death. The death positive movement 

serves as a practice of ‘staying with the trouble’ (Haraway 2016) in deeply troubling times.  
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1  Introduction 
 
 

But death has remained for me an elusive topic: far too grand, 

far too entangled with almost everything that gives meaning to 

our lives to be written into some semblance of clarity. [...] One 

may as well write about the history of the meaning of life.  
—Thomas Laqueur, The Work of the Dead (2016) 

 
 
It might seem like an odd question: “why should we1 care about death?”. Doesn’t everyone 

care about death already? Is the enduring, eternal dilemma of existence not about the 

meaning of life and death? Death is hardly possible to avoid, either through media exposure 

and front pages about wars and mortal accidents, or more intimately through one’s own or 

others’ bereavement. We are told to eat healthily and exercise to have longer lives, and delay 

the visibility of aging through creams and operations. All these reveal an underlying 

preoccupation with death and dying. And yet, death is not an everyday topic. It is taboo, 

hidden away, not spoken about. It is the absolute most commonplace thing that happens, and 

yet entirely extraordinary. Death shifts lives, it inspires grand gestures, it moves us in ways 

few other things do. When we memento mori, remember our mortality, a fire is lit for us to 

do, whatever; writing a bucket list and crossing off its items; coupling together and having 

children; leaving partners, quitting our job, selling what we own and moving across the globe 

to start anew. From death, stoppage, comes initiative and movement. 

 Where death is, we are. It should be impossible to think of being human without also 

remembering that we are mortal, and yet death is relegated to a twilight zone in the collective 

consciousness. This ambiguous role of death—both present and absent, real and unreal—

disallows reflection on how being human and its particularities relate to death. By this I mean 

that since death “isn’t” (taboo, unspeakable) until it suddenly “is” (occurring by bereavement, 

 
1 By “we” I am referring to a generalized human subject, locally and ethnically obscured, constructed in the 
terriory called “the West” or “the Global North”. I use this “we” as it is the privileged subject within the 
anglosphere from which my research arises, and it reflects the “who” my empirical material aligns itself with. 
Both movements for change in death understandings, death positivity and transhumanism, are directed towards 
this amorphous, particular yet generalized subject as their recipient. I align myself with this, despite its 
problems, as a matter of economy.  
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for example), our experience of it defaults to a general subject understanding of the human. 

There seems to be a silent presupposition that gender, as well as the many other categories of 

life that shape identity, are not at work in death and the understanding of it. Rather, death is 

conceptualized as an insular and individual undertaking, a quintessential moment of the self. 

In the context that I am writing and from the examples I draw on in this thesis, I, quite 

conversely, argue that understandings of that self is oriented around the figure of the 

anthropocentric male subject. The silence surrounding death makes it difficult to disentangle 

the many categories that shape individual and collective lives, and so we are stuck with an 

inadequate and reductive understanding of humans in death. There is a certain privilege that 

is apparent in this; death can only remain distant from people’s lives insofar as these lives are 

not systematically inundated with poverty, violence, and disease. To be able to imagine 

oneself as immortal arises from a place of privilege. The old adage is that death makes us all 

equal, but death does not come to us equally and the impact of deaths are not equal.  

 

1.1 Research questions and theoretical background  
The guiding questions for this thesis are based in the assumption that death can affect people 

unequally and remains as such at least partially because it is taboo. The taboo quality of death 

makes distinguishing how it relates to dimensions of life, such as gender, sexuality, or race, 

challenging and sometimes even inconceivable. How can we talk about the entrenching 

inequality of a taboo phenomenon, when the taboo inhibits even talking about it at all? 

Taking reparative action toward these inequalities starts with acknowledging that experiences 

of death are not homogenous despite the phenomenon’s universality, and researching how 

categories of identity may figure in death. As an attempt to fulfill the premises set out by this 

postulate, the guiding research questions for this thesis are: how can death be a gendered 

phenomenon? What are some implications of death being gendered for feminist questions of 

justice?  

 With the latter question, I mean two things. I take discursive participation in the 

meaning of death and the opportunity to decide the circumstances of one’s death as the ways 

in which access to justice in death can be achieved. If death can be gendered, which I argue 

that it can, it is implicated as an arena for feminist questions of power. Gender structures are 

used as justifications for differential treament, oppression and violence (de Beauvoir 2010; 

Plumwood 1991). The exertion of such power is necropolitical, “the power and capacity to 

dictate who may live and who must die” (Mbembe 2003, 11). Achille Mbembe uses this term 
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largely in relation to state exertion of power, which is different from my employment of it. I 

use Mbembe’s term here as a backdrop to emphasize that negotiations of death ultimately 

may have consequences that are fatal; the humanity accorded to a subject has consequences 

for the violence that is justifiable to exert on that subject. Participating in defining the 

contents of death, and remarking who are impacted by it in virtue of their exclusion from the 

ideally human, is a move to challenge that unfair, unjust exertion.  

To answer these questions, I consider engagement with death at the level of ideas. 

Because ‘death’ is an amorphous concept, universally recognized as a phenomenon but not 

universally agreed upon as to what it means for being human, my focus is on specific 

representations of ways of viewing death. I am not investigating how individual difference— 

the particular circumstances of one’s identity (Ramazanoğlu and Holland 2002)—exists in 

singular deaths, but rather how activism and intellectual labor on death can be said to reveal 

gendered relationships to death. I do this through two movements—transhumanism and death 

positivity—whose ideological underpinnings are anchored in what death is and ought to be. 

Their approaches to the is-ought of death are further based in the movements beliefs of how 

concepts such as ‘nature’, ‘the body’, ‘the self’ and gender matter for human being(s). By 

looking at explicit uses of these concepts and how they discursively inform each other, I am 

trying to untangle the implicit influence of gender on their understandings. That is not to say 

that these concepts are neatly separable from each other. They are quite contingent in mutual 

constructions of meaning, where the contents may overlap for some associations, but not 

others. Furthermore, these associations and the valuations of these are different in death 

positivity and transhumanism. But precisely in the different operationalization of these 

concepts is where the movements’ productive potential lies.   

To do the analysis that the complicated interrelatedness of these concepts require, I 

use a range of tools and theoretical frameworks. I base my claim that death is socially 

constructed in a historical focus on the shifting contents of death through time, by example of 

Thomas Laqueur and Phillippe Ariès. Thanatology (death studies) and cultural studies of 

death, which Laqueur and Ariès operate within, enable me to talk about death as a conditional 

truth, a real material phenomenon that is nonetheless culturally interpreted and understood 

through its immaterial elements. I assume that different ‘deathways’ (Bradbury 1999, 1), or 

cultural ways of doing death, are the result of shifting discursive constructions of death rather 

than any significant shift in the material phenomenon of biological death. As Laqueur states: 

“Humans have never lived exclusively in nature; dying has always been culturally mediated” 

(2015, 556). This cultural mediation is apparent in shifting attitudes to death, reflected in 
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material spaces, such as how the cemetery represents change in the expression of 

memorialization of the dead, or the existence of specialized death spaces such as funeral 

parlors instead of multifunctional spaces like hospitals or churches (Ariès 1991; Laqueur 

2015).  

Laqueur’s quote above also hints at a central tension in this thesis – the understanding 

of the human as in or out of nature. In the anthropocentric view, humans are a category unto 

themselves, a special entity above and beyond our origins in nature. The separation between 

human and nature engenders a superior selfhood in humans, by the denial of human animality 

and its associations to mortality. Anthropocentric subjectification processes push away its 

material dimensions, represented by for example the corpse, and clings to cultural symbolic 

systems of meaning as the place where the self truly exists (Becker 1973; Kristeva 1982). 

Here, psychoanalytic processes of self-constitution assist in exploring the separation between 

selves as immaterial and primary, and bodies as material and secondary, which has 

implications for how we approach death. I take anthropocentrism as one of the key 

mechanisms for making death unspeakable for the above reasons.  

Moreover, the separation of nature and human begets gendered associations to selves 

and bodies (Plumwood 1991, 2012). The complicated processes that connect the body to 

nature institutes hierarchal selves that are then arranged in ranked gender structures, which 

prioritize the masculine above the feminine and tether female existence to the body 

(Plumwood 1991; de Beauvoir 1989). From this ranking process arises a prime masculine 

subject that figures as particularly outside of nature, disconnected from the creaturely mortal 

body and its irrational whims, atomized and isolated (Plumwood 1991, 10). That subject is 

the aspirational Western/Global North self; the stand-in for what the essential human should 

be which collapses into what a human is. This is how gender and death are connected; 

through a web of connections between concepts, a myriad of processes that constitute what 

we understand as death also relate to how we understand gender, and vice versa.  

In this discussion, I rely on the premise that there are specific gendered processes of 

subjectification that makes the impact of death unequal. By this, I mean that the dimensions 

of being human that are not associated with the Western/Global North self—those that define 

‘otherness’—are erased from the disappearance of that self, too. Death becomes a moment of 

the Western/Global North self, not of the individual and their specific aspects. Death 

becomes one thing – the disappearance of that ideal self. Transhumanism in particular acts 

upon this assumption, that death is the end of the meaningful self, which is conceived of as a 

great evil because transhumanism is concerned with advancing these rational anthropocentric 



5 
 

selves. In contrast to transhumanism, I am concerned with dismantling this self as a way to 

redress inequality that arises from the death taboo. Rather than death being a moment of 

human potential disappearing and therefore a thing to ‘fight’, I am concerned with the 

unequal ways that disappearance comes to us because we deny the complexity of death, a 

concern I share with death positivity. The possibility of collapsing dualisms, such as 

nature/culture and self/body, provide a basis for shaking the ground of the masculine 

universal self that gives rise to the erasure of difference in death. To this purpose, I use 

feminist posthumanism, particularly Donna Haraway’s concept of ‘staying with the trouble’ 

from her 2016 book of the same name, which implores us to resist dualism and simplified 

boundaries between selves and others. Staying with the trouble is to dismantle boundaries 

such as nature and culture to make “’naturecultures’–as one word-implosions of the 

discursive realms of nature and culture” (Haraway 1999, 105). I also draw on Val 

Plumwood’s ecofeminism, which suggests that ways forward into the future exist in 

embracing these unbounded connections to make sustainable relationships between humans 

and nature with death, not despite death.  

 I take the guiding concepts mentioned before—‘the body’, ‘nature’, ‘self’—as 

discursively constructed, and furthermore utilized by transhumanism and death positivity in 

another discursive grapple for defining power over the is-ought of death. This is to answer the 

question of what the feminist implications of death being gendered might be; to explore how 

we might imagine alternative ways of conceiving death that are not founded upon erasure of 

difference and the priority of a particular humanity at the expense of the rest of existence.  

 

1.2 What is at stake? “Real world” ramifications 
The “real world” material effects of anthropocentrism are environmental changes that are 

already causing, and will continue to cause, mass death. The Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC), a United Nations body, released a report in 2018 that credibly 

predicts hitherto unprecedented global scale issues following anthropogenic (human-made) 

global warming. The report states that climate change “represents an urgent and potentially 

irreversible threat to human societies and the planet” (IPCC 2018, 79), the fallout of which 

can be “major heatwaves on all continents, with deadly consequences in tropical regions” 

(280), “elevated rates of food insecurity, hunger and poverty” (280), deforestation and 

biomass reduction (264), to mention some. Likewise, another UN body comprised of 132 

countries, the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
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Services (IPBES), released a report in 2019 on anthropogenic impact on the Earth. They state 

in their media release of the report that 

 

“Ecosystems, species, wild populations, local varieties and breeds of domesticated 

plants and animals are shrinking, deteriorating or vanishing. The essential, 

interconnected web of life on Earth is getting smaller and increasingly frayed,” said 

Prof. Settele [about the conclusions of the report]. “This loss is a direct result of 

human activity and constitutes a direct threat to human well-being in all regions of the 

world.” (IPBES 2019) 

 

A third report about insect prevalence predicts “dramatic rates of decline that may lead to the 

extinction of 40% of the world's insect species over the next few decades” (Sánchez-Bayo 

and Wyckhuys 2019, 8). Anthropogenic climate change already has, and will continue to 

affect both human and non-human spheres in the world catastrophically. Donna Haraway 

(2016) uses the term Anthropocene, originally from the 1980s, to qualify just how much 

humans have impacted the world: “atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen […] propose[d] that 

human activities had been of such a kind and magnitude as to merit the use of a new 

geological term for a new epoch” (44). The enormity of the predicted loss—in the form of 

death—that will happen is difficult to underscore, and the ramifications are dire.  

Mass death of both ourselves and others—both in the sense of human others, not 

ourselves, not our in-group; and in the sense of the non-human—is both possible and 

probable, given the conclusions of the aforementioned reports. Encountering these 

predictions, it is difficult to imagine that death can remain taboo. Death is likely to spill out 

of its culturally designated spaces and challenge the invisibility that clouds the phenomenon 

as of now, as it becomes epidemic beyond the scope of the institutions we have to handle 

death. Death will make itself known, despite our cultural mores designed to keep it at bay, 

and we cannot hope to remedy these predicaments politically unless we acknowledge that 

they are problems in the first place. We will have a problem of death, materially as the 

tangible consequences of death become visible, and philosophically as these material realities 

challenge our established refusal of their originator—death. Still, the IPBES report media 

release indicates that we need not give over to despondence yet. IPBES Chair, Sir Robert 

Watson, stated at the release that 
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“Through ‘transformative change’, nature can still be conserved, restored and used 

sustainably – this is also key to meeting most other global goals. By transformative 

change, we mean a fundamental, system-wide reorganization across technological, 

economic and social factors, including paradigms, goals and values.” (IPBES 2019) 

 

What can these transformative changes look like? How do we meet these changing world 

situations? Who gets to be the representatives of the future and the transformative change that 

is so desperately needed? One aspect of this is how to deal socially with possible impending 

mass death, and the material, substantial impact of these deaths. Another is how it will 

challenge and confront our understandings of death as they are today, how we conceptualize 

mortality, especially human mortality and the mortality of our Selves, capital S. 2 This self is 

a highly gendered structure despite its claim to universality, and has implications for how we 

imagine identity in relation to death. I take for granted that anthropogenic climate change is 

connected with anthropocentrism and the prioritization of that self, and I position myself 

against that as a question of feminist critique of power. The ethical ramifications of unequally 

distributed power for othered individuals in meeting with eco-crises necessitates an active 

relationship to death. In light of increasingly prevalent ecological disasters, embracing 

sustainable death attitudes and practices is more important than ever, something especially 

death positivity is concerned with.  

 

1.3 Selection and methodology 
In this thesis, I use the two movements transhumanism and death positivity to examine the 

ways in which we can say that understandings of death are gendered, and what some 

consequences of that might be. Transhumanism and death positivity represent two possible 

ways (rather than the definitive ways) of approaching death in gendered ways, as I will argue 

in subsequent chapters. The two movements both work with what we might call the future of 

death, but in highly disparate ways. The stories they weave about what death is now and 

ought to be in the future are quite distinct. Even though neither movement is what we might 

call mainstream, they still reflect certain currents in general perceptions of death. 

Transhumanism in particular seems to align with popular ideas of what the future might look 

like despite its radical technologies that sometimes are alienating to a general public. This is 

because it is influenced by historical and fictional visions of the future, and because many of 

 
2 This type of self does not refer to a particular, individual self, but rather the ideal self cultures construct. 
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its participants work in areas where considerable power is concentrated, such as the Google 

“biotech subsidiary Calico” and “Oxford’s Future of Humanity Institute” (O’Connell 2017, 7, 

11). The latter, for example, “actively advises governments and industry leaders on AI 

strategy” (Future of Humanity Institute 2019). As such, transhumanism is both inspired by 

existing ideas and influence ideas of future technologies. There also appears to be a widening 

scope of interest for death positive technologies and ideas due to an increased presence of 

death caused by global economic, environmental and human disasters (La Corte 2019). I use 

these as cases for representing and analysing how gender influences understandings of death 

at a discursive level. This is an important distinction; I do not mean to assert that the two 

represent the definitive ways of approaching death and gender, but they allow a meta-level 

analysis of different discourses of gender in death to be explored.  

 I have chosen the material for this thesis based on what I perceive to be parallel 

interests for transhumanism and death positivity expressed in similar ways, first and foremost 

through manifestos and summarized or itemized lists of central ideas. Both movements are 

relatively amorphous, which makes it challenging to pick a representative selection of texts. 

Thus I use two main texts to structure the chapters about the two movements, the 

“Transhumanist Declaration (2012)” (Various 2013) and the tenets of death positivity (Order 

of the Good Death 2019d). Whereas one is explicitly a declaration, the other is “a way to 

boldly state your intentions and participation” (Order of the Good Death 2019d) by signing a 

digital pledge. The declarative intent in these texts allow me to discern central ideas that the 

movements take as foundational about themselves. They are inherently delineating and 

performative, revealing central ideas of the movements and the relationship the movements 

have to these ideas. A declaration is intentional, directed to an audience with the purpose of 

making itself explicitly known, whether recipients are in agreement with its assertions or not. 

If texts are speech acts, the declaration format is shouting. These play rhetorical and 

informational roles in defining the movements, discursively positioning the movements as 

having something important to say.  

 While the declarations make for relevant material based on the above reasons, the 

format also restricts some of my discussion. I am dependent on the format and the order the 

movements choose to represent their ideas in, which poses a challenge for thematic sorting of 

the ideas. I am interested in how connections of certain concepts inform the movements, 

which I then need to infer from other material written about the central topics that come up in 

abridged forms in the statements or tenets of the declarations. The set structure of the tenets 

can therefore become repetitive when it comes to how they relate to the central concepts – 
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‘nature’, ‘the body’, ‘self’ – but I take these reiterations as proof of the centrality of the 

concepts to the movements because the declaration format is intentional. Additionally, these 

underlying assumptions or structures are not always explicitly apparent, which entails having 

to speculate or read broader into the movements in order to understand certain elements. 

Some of the challenge of this thesis lies in how to structure my arguments in sound ways, 

which I discuss more in 1.3.4. “Positionality and choice of material”. I consider the 

declarative format as sufficiently interesting because of its representational value, but I do 

find it necessary to bolster and contextualize the assertions found therein with cross-

references to other texts written about the themes by or about transhumanism and death 

positivity.   

 

1.3.1 What is transhumanism? 
Transhumanism is concerned with transcending the human. In effect this means that 

transhumanism seeks to “apply technology to overcome limits imposed by our biological and 

genetic heritage” (More 2013b, 4), and to advance human development to this end in a 

myriad of ways. Notable transhumanist Max More clarifies the term by asking readers to 

 

[...] think of transhumanism as “trans-humanism” plus “transhuman-ism”. From here 

comes the emphasis on progress [...], on taking personal charge of creating better 

futures [...] [based] on reason, technology, scientific method, and human creativity 

rather than faith. (More 2013b, 4) 

 

This explanation of transhumanism shows two things: one, that it is concerned with moving 

‘beyond’ the human; and two, that it is an -ism, a particular set of ideas about how that 

moving beyond should manifest. That means that transhumanism as a movement espouses 

certain understandings of the human, one of which is the human in relation to death (More 

2013a; More 2013b; Various 20133; de Grey 2013). In fact, death is a very central concern of 

transhumanism, often conceived of as the key problem to being a ‘natural’ human. Even in 

the short quote above, we can distinguish tendencies to how a transhumanist ‘solution’ to 

death would look. Through rational action and novel use of technology and science, the self-

made human can overcome a naturalized destiny to become something new, beyond what 

humanity has achieved so far.  

 
3 See note about reference in bibliography.  



10 
 

It is important to note More’s ‘emphasis on progress’ in the above quote. Everyday 

technologies that are more or less taken for granted at this time in the West/Global North, 

such as electricity, radio and phone technologies, advanced medicine, etc., are not seen as 

part of the ‘moving beyond’ of transhumanism. Why is this? One, because a definition that 

includes these would be so banal as to encompass most modern era technologies and would 

therefore be unworkable by sheer scope. Modern technologies are not attributable to this (or 

maybe any) distinct set of ideas that has been operational from the 1990s; rather, 

transhumanism has co-occurred with and developed alongside the increasing speed and scope 

of twentieth century technology. Two, to include these more ‘common’ technologies would 

also complicate the notion of progress that transhumanism operates with, as it does not serve 

transhumanist goals of radical departure beyond the ordinarily human. Because 

transhumanism is radically futuristic in its concerns, and therefore already developed and 

entrenched technologies are not necessarily interesting to transhumanism other than as 

springboards toward even more radical technologies. The technologies transhumanism is 

interested in are radical in the way that they are discordant with socially acceptable uses of 

technology per now, especially breaching the barrier of technological enhancements of the 

human body. The technologies are also radical in that they might not be developed even 

beyond an idea stage, yet are taken within the transhumanist discourse as ought-to-be 

inevitable occurrences of technological development in the future. An example of this is the 

idea of the Singularity, which denotes the moment “machine intelligence greatly surpasses 

that of its human originators, and biological life is subsumed by technology” (O’Connell 

2017, 70). These kinds of hypotheticals and potentials inform transhumanist philosophy to a 

large degree.     

In chapter 3, I will examine the way transhumanists regard the role of death in their 

mission for human progress. One of the key interests of this thesis is exploring possibilities 

for how to approach futures with a view to the aforementioned predicted mass death, and 

transhumanism is an important agent that works to create imagined futures. While the 

particular contents of “transhuman-ism” may be radical and controversial, it is often 

presented as the alternative futurist project, and many of its ideas and proponents are 

prevalent in places of power and influence, like Silicon Valley (Keep 2017) and the 

aforementioned projects through Google or Oxford University. Through this thesis, I wish to 

suggest an alternative future vision that embraces the possibility of death—the material and 

social ramifications of it—alongside new technologies and radical changes in thought: death 

positivity.  
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1.3.2 What is death positivity?  
Death positivity is an awareness movement for death, where much of its activity is based in 

online activism. The term death positivity is inspired by other positivity movements such as 

body positivity and sex positivity (Doughty 2018a), and communicates a wish to turn a 

socially unaccepted phenomenon into a socially embraced one. The movement is defining 

itself in opposition to a presumed negativity, which is essential to understanding the crux of 

death positivity. The death positive website-hub The Order of the Good Death (hereafter also 

the Order), which I take as representative for central death positive ideas, describes itself and 

its mission statement as follows: 

 
ABOUT THE ORDER 
The Order of the Good Death is a group of funeral industry professionals, academics, 
and artists exploring ways to prepare a death phobic culture for their inevitable 
mortality. (Order of the Good Death 2019a) 

 
The negativity that death positivity positions itself against is explained as death phobia. The 

death positive mission statement is to challenge this phobia because death is and should 

remain a facet of being human. This view is antithetical to the progressive mission of 

transhumanism. Although far from all death positivity is part of the Order, the term arose as a 

part of mortician and Order originator Caitlin Doughty’s activism work. Doughty’s activism 

centers on confronting death as taboo, and she has written two books—The Smoke Gets in 

Your Eyes (2014) and From Here to Eternity (2017)—about her engagement with death 

personally and professionally. Both books deal with cultural attitudes and perceptions of 

death. The former is centered on Doughty herself and the reflections she makes in becoming 

a death professional in the American context; the latter incorporates different countries’ 

distinct deathways as Doughty experiences them through a kind of worldly death pilgrimage. 

Death positivity is therefore not only placing its views of death in relation to Western/Global 

North deathways, but this sphere is the place from and in where death positivity seeks to 

change death.  

In addition to defining the central concern of death positivity, the above quote 

delineates the defining participants of the movement. The death positive movement, as 

exemplified by the Order, is more split between grassroots level activism and scholarly work 

than transhumanism, although it also contains contributions based in academia and by 

academics. This is significant for the kind of movement it believes itself to be, and for what 

kind of people it attempts to be for. Death positivity takes an active stance to questions of 
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justice in death, particularly for marginalized populations, those marked by difference. I will 

be looking at the ideas of death positivity in chapter 4.  

 

1.3.3 Discourse and social construction 
In this thesis, I am looking at these two distinct discourses—death positivity and 

transhumanism—that exist parallelly, revolving around the same phenomenon, but whose 

interactions and overlappings are limited and sometimes even hostilely opposed. The 

movements’ work vie for definitional power of the same ‘thing’, death, yet they do not 

employ the same types of means to achieve it, nor for similar reasons.  

Discourse theory is a social constructionist approach (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002, 4) 

to understanding how meaning-making activities function. Marianne Jørgensen and Louise 

Phillips define discourse (simplified) as “a particular way of talking about and understanding 

the world (or an aspect of the world)” (1 [italics original]). They underline that there is no 

definite discourse theory but rather many ways to approach and understand these pockets of 

knowledge creation, but central to the term is the way it constructed in social relations. Two 

main distinctions within discourse arise, however, suggested by Carol Bacchi. One she calls 

discourse analysis, which is based on a “social psychological focus on patterns of speech” 

(2005, 199). The other is analysis of discourses, which is based in “a political theoretical 

focus” on the social nature of meaning-making, “united by the project of identifying and 

analysing discourses within texts” (199). Bacchi differentiates between the two approaches as 

a matter of identifying how a subject is positioned in discourse, “as discourse users or as 

constituted in discourse” (200). This distinction matters because the subject is either given 

full agency or little agency; Bacchi argues that feminist research should be keeping an eye to 

both ways in which we are users of discourse as well as how we are used by discourse (207). 

The existence of hegemonic (dominant) discourses that are powerful at systemic levels—such 

as femininity and masculinity, suggests Bacchi—does not preclude the possibility of 

individual agential action within those discourses (201). We are neither fully slaves to nor 

masters of the social constructions we are part of.  

Fundamentally, social constructionism assumes that meaning is made in social 

constellations, that it is constructed through the particular cultural and historical ways people 

interact. There is no inherent meaning in things in and of themselves, there is no essential 

quality of things that can reveal what they are. This is an assumption given by discourse 

theory’s origins in structuralist and post-structuralist linguistic philosophy, from which comes 
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the assertion that “our access to reality is always through language” (Jørgensen and Phillips 

2002, 8), and that the relation between concepts and their real phenomenon is arbitrary (9-

10).4 If concepts are arbitrary in their relationship to the real, they are also revealed as not 

necessarily static and can be liable to change. The shifting potential of concepts is 

particularly shown through its temporal relations, described in the poststructuralist linguistic 

tradition as the idea of the diachronic and synchronic. Diachronic refers to the history and 

synchronic refers to the contemporaneous use of that word (Hawkes 2003, 8-9, 15). The 

diachronic dimension of a word is the linear genealogy, the chronology of the word as it has 

existed in different iterations, and the synchronic is its particular iteration at a place in time.  

Essentially, these two terms illuminate how meaning can exist both historically 

through time and specifically in time. This is important for substantiating my claim that death 

can be highly ‘real’ yet socially determined. I am looking at the synchronic struggle to define 

death in ‘my’ time, but I try to use diachronic considerations of death to show that there is no 

universal or timeless ‘death’, that this very real phenomenon is nevertheless discursively 

constructed. This has implications for my discussion of how transhumanism and death 

positivity understand death, especially for the values of death that transhumanism operates 

with where death is a lack in a static conception of human nature. I am using these terms here 

to illuminate how the contents of a phenomenon such as ‘death’ can be socially constructed; 

‘death’ is not one thing, rather a myriad of contentions are hefted onto this word that contains 

and represents the end of life. That the meaning and value of ‘death’ is contested should not 

be surprising as death is maybe one of the true constants and universals of existence, but it is 

nonetheless important to interrogate those meanings and their implications for things such as 

remedying inequality.   

In The Social Construction of Death (2014) Leen van Brussel says that we 

 

cannot deny the fact that death has a clear materialist dimension in the sense that it is 

an event/process/moment that exists and occurs independently from human will, 

thought and interpretation. At the same time, we need discourses — and the notion of 

discourse refers both to ‘big D’ discourses as culturally shared systems of meaning 

and ‘little d’ discourses as talk and interaction [...] to make sense of the material. (Van 

Brussel 2014, 2) 

 
4 I am simplifying here to not get too deep into linguistics, but the relationship between sign, signified and 
signifier can be found in Hawkes (2003, 13) and Jørgensen and Phillips (2002, 9-10) as cited elsewhere in this 
thesis.  
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Van Brussel makes a distinction between what levels of interaction discourses can exist on 

similarly to Bacchi. She distinguishes between these as constructionist and constructivist, 

where the former (big D) is focused on “collective structures of meaning” and the latter (little 

d) on “the agency of groups and individuals in generating meaning” (2014, 4). More 

importantly, Van Brussel connects the way things are discursively produced and their ‘real’ 

dimension. If the meaning of death was given by its materiality, there would be no discussion 

of how to die well, or maybe not die at all, or afterlives or lack of such. That the real, 

material, extant, of ‘death’ is universal does not mean that its associations and given contents 

are, which I have already touched upon in the summaries of death positivity and 

transhumanism. Keeping in mind that the production of meaning happens socially, both in the 

sense of discourse analysis and analysis of discourse, allows me to investigate how the 

concept of ‘death’ is interpreted and utilized in the two movements, without abnegating the 

‘real’ and material of death.  

Van Brussel asserts that “a discourse-theoretical framework, with its focus on the 

construction of meaning within a sphere of a struggle for hegemony” (2014, 30) is 

particularly suited for analyzing different iterations of death. She says this of her work, which 

analyzes individual interpretations of ‘the good death’. I am not engaging with the content of 

what a ‘good death’ is as such, despite drawing inspiration from Van Brussel, but rather how 

the concept of a good death and its valuation is interpreted and employed in the discursive 

struggle between transhumanism and death positivity. My research has lead me to think that 

for the death positive, the good death allows a sense of autonomy and self, while not causing 

harm to others or the Earth; for transhumanists, the good death is the one you can survive. 

Through using these two different discourses I will attempt to pry loose some underlying 

assumptions and constructions of gender that shape how we (can) think about death. 

I am, for the sake of argument, referring to transhumanism and death positivity as 

makers of self-contained discourses. This is a simplification, because both movements are 

more complex than that. The movements operate on various discursive levels, i.e. they both 

reach into grassroots activism to accomplish their goals through ‘little d’ discourses as well as 

philosophical and intellectual work and its relation to mainstream ‘big D’ discourses of death. 

The points between participating in activism and academics are parts of a sliding continuum 

as well, and what is purely activist versus purely academic or ideological work is not so 

easily discerned. I largely take the movement’s self-constituting texts as my empirical 

material, but the movements are also interesting for how their philosophical work impact real 
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world handling of death. Both movements have had impact on policy-making and research 

initiatives, as well as on the level of particular individuals and their handling of death in 

private lives (Doughty 2017; Future of Humanity Institute 2019a; Kirk 2019; La Corte 2019; 

O’Connell 2017). There is no obvious separation between the two movements in how they 

employ their work to exert normative power in defining death, although their approaches to 

enacting that power is different.  

What does comparing death positivity and transhumanism give us? The two overlap 

in their concerns, but deal with death in vastly differing ways. This difference highlights the 

ways doing death can be done, and which perspectives are vying for dominance in how we 

should see death. One of the postulates of death positivity is that death itself is curiously 

absent and invisible in everyday situations and discussions. This is even despite the fact that 

death is a large part of for example media in coverage of wars, natural disasters and personal 

tragedies. It is a common and everyday occurrence, but it is not treated as if it is mundane, 

and we need to (partially) embrace it for it to cause less harm, according to death positivity. 

Transhumanism, on the other hand, approaches death as a phenomenon unto itself that is 

lacking resistance from the mainstream—too many readily accept death as a necessary facet 

of the human condition. Comparing the two movements also highlights a third discourse of 

death. If we can talk about a gap between the two discourses of death positivity and 

transhumanism, this gap is a silent absence which throws the two into stark contrast both with 

each other and the void in-between. There is a third discourse that is implicated in this gap, a 

prevailing understanding of death as taboo, unspeakable. This mainstream discourse of death 

becomes a third position that both death positivity and transhumanism define themselves 

against, even as they are definitionally opposite to each other. Both transhumanism and death 

positivity take for granted that we do not discuss death as we should—they position 

themselves as counter-discourses to a dominant narrative they find unsatisfactory. The result 

of appropriately considering death is what is at stake for the two movements. Comparing of 

the two movements will allow me to examine the potential problematic inferences of the 

transhumanist understanding of the human, the world, and death as based on the 

anthropocentric subject. And conversely, presenting the alternative of death positivity to help 

thinking in different directions when it comes to what relationships we can have with death in 

a precarious future.   
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1.3.4 Positionality and choice of material 
This thesis deals with big questions that also have meaningful repercussions. Consequently, I 

want to highlight some of the active choices I have made when it comes to my relationship to 

the methodology, selection of material and theory. While I aim to suggest ways to think with 

gender to dislodge difficulties that result from death, I am writing from a privileged position 

without any imminent threat of mortal violence or death by disease. My relationship to death 

is bridged by theoretical observations, and the limited experiences I have had with death are 

characterized by the very distance I am trying to challenge. I am thus not without 

positionality in this discussion, and in fact, I would argue that I take a quite perceivable 

stance through what is and is not valuable for the thesis and beyond the thesis for ‘the real 

world’. I am able to advocate for the necessity of embracing death precisely because I am not 

continually threatened by it; my life is not an urgent struggle to stay alive, but rather a life 

where death is curiously absent and only incidental. Even so, I am not writing this thesis for 

the voyeuristic consumption of the spectacle of death, because I believe there are very real 

problems with the anthropocentric in death that can be, if not resolved, at least challenged by 

the kinds of thinking the theory in this thesis suggests.  

One of the struggles of this thesis lies in the circular implications of my theory and 

empiricism. What should come first to properly explain the problems and potentials of death, 

and the way it shapes our understandings of the world, nature, bodies, gender, ourselves?  

Many of these concepts are dependent upon each other, simultaneous and co-occurring. This 

is also partially why I find Haraway’s concept ‘staying with the trouble’ illuminative. As I am 

advocating for staying with the trouble as a method of handling the difficulty of death, I am 

also implicated in the ways these concepts trouble each other, mutually propping each other 

up in a system of meaning and interpretation. Death, gender, nature, the body are all 

phenomena that are both material and social, and these dimensions are not easily detangled 

from each other. I want to remark that I rely on dualisms in my discussions of many of the 

tensions that show between transhumanism and death positivity, which I try to base in the 

dualisms that the movements themselves prop up. Still, this is somewhat contrary to the 

‘staying with the trouble’ that I advocate. 

When writing about death there is a well of potential choices to be made about whose 

deaths, whose recounting of it, the when and the where and the how; the entanglement of 

meaning that can be linked to death is incomprehensibly vast. Even 700 pages were not 

enough for Laqueur to write about the social importance of the dead, as per the opening 

epigraph (2016, xiv). The idea that death is a large field of multiple meanings is ‘common 
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sense’, as it were, but it is also an understanding I have come to by diving into thanatology 

and cultural studies of death. It matters that we recognize the plurality of death not just on the 

basis of ‘common sense’ but on descriptions of the ways the phenomenon is palpably 

understood and done in different ways. One of the arguments I am making in this thesis is 

that death is often taken to be singular in its meaning—as disappearance of the self—based 

on other ‘common sense’ Western constructions, the subject in this case, which inhibits the 

possibility of recognizing how death affects humanity and its others unequally. Death 

becomes a moment of personal tragedy, or even human tragedy in transhumanist 

understanding, rather than an aspect of life that is affected by the ways difference shapes lives 

(in addition to being a personal tragedy).  

As indicated above, I take an understanding of a universal subject as a central premise 

for much of my argumentation. This is partially because much of the theory and empirical 

material in this thesis is Anglo-centric, mostly from the United States. Death positivity as a 

movement is largely based in the Western/Global North Anglosphere, the U.S. and U.K. 

specifically, as are the most prominent transhumanists. These operate with an anthropocentric 

kind of subject as their general referent, even as they align with or are in opposition to it. I 

make some choices about the universal applicability of the theory I have chosen, despite my 

rejection of certain values of universalism. This is not because I believe that every 

geographical place shares the same view of or have analogous manifestations of death, but 

that every place has death. Here, I align myself with Thomas Laqueur’s “cosmic claim: [that] 

the dead make civilization on a grand and an intimate scale, everywhere and always” (2015, 

11). The unifying universal is death, and so the differing understandings of death that I will 

consider in this thesis are applicable in the sense that they are discourses that contain a 

commonly recognizable referent. I do believe that transhumanism and death positivity 

succinctly distill certain ideas about or views of how to deal with death, and therefore the 

insights we can arrive at from comparing these can be of general interest, even if the 

movements themselves are particular.  

Another reason why I wanted to write this thesis is because I have yet to encounter 

death as a topic in my time in gender studies. Where is death as a general phenomenon in 

feminist theory? I have been taught about death, but then in the context of abortion, 

inheritance inequality, or violence against women or marginalized populations, never as a 

phenomenon unto itself. Gender studies covers iterations of gender from the moment before 

conception, early life and childhood, puberty, sexuality and reproduction, self-understanding, 

work-life, pension, old age, but so far very little is said about death. This is obviously a 
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knowledge gap that needs to be bridged. This, perhaps, reflects the taboo or unspeakable 

nature of the topic, which I want to challenge through feminist impulses for why we should 

consider the phenomenon death per se. Writing this thesis has also been an attempt at doing 

this work, dispelling the taboo by writing a text that forefronts death.  

 

1.4 Thesis structure 
This thesis seeks to examine in what ways death can be considered gendered, and what some 

implications for justice that might have. The already covered chapter presents the ‘real world’ 

case for why to think about death, and gives an impetus for going in a different direction. I 

present the two movements that constitute my lenses to explore the gendering of death 

through, especially by way the concepts ‘nature’, ‘the self’, and ‘the body’. This chapter also 

presents methodological approaches and choices I make, and for what reasons, why and how 

to consider death as materially and socially constructed.  

The theory chapter consists of two parts. The first part, encompassing 2.1, provides a 

background for how to understand death as a discursively constructed phenomenon. These 

connect the material aspects of death with its social aspects, through ‘nature’, ‘body’ and 

‘self’, and reveal different histories of death and how these work to shape understandings of 

being human. The second part of this chapter, encompassing 2.2 and 2.3, discusses how to 

understand death by feminist and gender theories. I use Simone de Beauvoir’s concept of the 

other and Julia Kristeva’s concept the abject as a way to understand gendered embodiment, 

subjectification processes and their relation to death. I also draw on ecofeminism and feminist 

posthumanism to discuss how nature, gender, the self and death influence each other in 

mutual constitution. Val Plumwood and Donna Haraway provide reasons to resist centering 

certain values of humanity, and point to possible ways forward that can be remedial to a 

precarious future.  

 Chapters 3 and 4 consitute the empirical material of this thesis. These sections cover 

some background for the transhumanist and death positive movements, what type of thinking 

these align with, and what and who they seem to be for. I present their central ideas through 

discussing the contents of the “Transhumanist Declaration (2012)” and the death positive 

pledge found on the website The Order of the Good Death, and supply these with other texts 

that define the movements. I argue that transhumanism represents a continuation of the 

anthropocentric subject, and is centered on avoidance of death as represented by the natural 

and the embodied in a gendered way. I suggest death positivity as an alternative way of 
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understanding the human and death, to challenge the status quo that at least partially 

contributes to anthropogenic climate change.  

In chapter 5, I consider some common themes and tensions between transhumanism 

and death positivity, seen through their use of concepts ‘nature’, ‘the self’ and ‘the body’, and 

gender. I find that chaos and order, positivity and optimism, harm and harm reduction, and 

the future are part of the movements’ discursive struggle for definitional control of death.  

Chapter 6 restates my guiding research questions, how I understand and answer my 

findings in relation to these. I indicate some potential projects and alternative angles that 

could be fruitful to inform further investigations of the movements. 
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2  Background and theory 
 
I have so far prefaced why writing about death, despite its ever-present ubiquity, is 

particularly necessary now, in this time of the Anthropocene, and how I’m going about it. 

Death is a fundamental and central condition of existence, and it will be especially important, 

in light of possible and probable environmental disaster, to acknowledge this in those places 

where death remains unspeakable. I do not mean to say that there are cultures in which death 

does not exist, but rather that death remaining a taboo subject matter, as it does, needs 

challenging. If the future will be deadly, there is nothing to be gained in not confronting 

death. In the following chapter, I will provide some background for how we can talk about 

death as discursively constructed and material at the same time. I will also delineate theory 

that illuminates how gender can and does figure in understandings of death, through the 

concepts ‘the body’, ‘the self’ and ‘nature’. One of my claims is that death in the 

Western/Global Northern imagination is individualized to such an extent that gender is 

understood to not play an important role in its construction. I argue that gender can, in fact, 

play a significant role in how death is understood, because of the unequal impact of 

necropolitics, and through acknowledging this we are empowered to respond to death in ways 

that are less fraught with discomfort and avoidance, and do us less harm. Examining 

understandings of death as both synchronic and diachronic helps to understand that death is 

not one thing, with one history, and that it can be approached in new ways.  

 

2.1 Social, material, psychological: death as a contingent 
phenomenon  
Because death is such an amorphous and slippery concept, I make some choices as to what 

death means in the context of its construction. There are multitudinous fields of death 

research; thanatology, or the study of death, exists in the medical sciences, as palliative care 

or forensics, the arts and literature, in the anthropological studies of death customs, in 

philosophical considerations of how we should think about death and whether we should 

accept death as necessary at all. For this thesis, I am, for example, not looking at the concept 

of death for the dying individual or in palliative care, except when I reference elements of 

what is understood to constitute the well of meaning that goes into ‘death’. I am similarly not 

looking at instances of murder or other violent death, but I will later be looking at an 

understanding of death—transhumanism—that sees it axiomatically per se as violence. I 
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consider death, rather, at a discursive level, where transhumanism and death positivity are 

sources for these discourses. I take death to be a signifier (Hawkes 2003, 13), a symbol with 

meaning, which contents’ are implicitly understood and imbued with certain values of our 

time, as well as a historical concept whose meaning and place in society has fluctuated 

significantly. Death is not and has not always been the same thing; death is not a static 

concept whose contents have universal applicability. This is crucial to understanding the 

potential for radical action that springs from death; using death as a productive initiator rather 

than an immovable obstruction makes imagining different (death) futures possible. To show 

how death is discursively, socially constructed, in addition to being a material-biological 

phenomenon, I introduce historical backgrounds for understandings of death below that have 

bearings for my further discussion of death. There are a number of histories about death as a 

cultural phenomenon, and while none can ever reflect the totality of death, I have selected 

three main understandings as my guides to how death is socially constructed by way of 

‘nature’, ‘the self’ and ‘the body’. These are Philippe Ariès and periods of death, with 

emphasis on modern death as invisible; Thomas Laqueur’s material dead and their social 

value; and Ernest Becker’s psychological drives for denial of death.   

 

2.1.2 Philippe Ariès and ‘The Invisible Death’ 
To historically situate understandings of death is to wrest from it any kind of rooting in ‘the 

natural’ as inevitable. Basing the claim that death is changeable in historical instances of 

death changing lets us see the relationship to death we do now is not given, and thus it is 

possible to reconsider and reimagine the relationship we might have with it.  

Arguably most famous for making the claim that Western death has a particular 

history is thanatologist Philippe Ariès, for The Hour of Our Death (1991), a seminal 

historical and cultural work on death. In it, he proposes a chronological understanding of 

death beginning in the eleventh century and spanning to modern times, the late 1900s, 

although he implies the possibility that the history of death continuously stretches back to 

prehistory. His description of death is a diachronic one, a genealogy of death as it has taken 

on different forms and expressions through expressions in material culture. He emphasizes 

continuity between death’s different iterations, even though the central contents of those 

iterations change throughout time. This deep time investigation of death uncovers some 

common themes that death have been connected to it historically.  
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According to Ariès, death has existed as distinct discourses in five periods, which 

have been characterized by different attitudes to four themes. These themes are “[...] 

awareness of the individual[,]  [...] the defense of society against untamed nature, belief in an 

afterlife, and belief in the existence of evil” (Ariès 1991, 603 [italics in original]). All four 

themes are contingent on each other in mutual construction, but their contents did not 

necessarily shift simultaneously. The five periods are therefore sometimes overlapping in the 

content for one or more of the themes, such as the idea of an afterlife, but differing in one or 

more of the others. These four themes reflect the historical relationships people have had to 

the central concepts I use to structure this thesis, and these concepts are also apparent in 

transhumanist and death positive discourses. Accordingly, transhumanism and death 

positivity are inheritors of death attitudes even as they seek to carve out ‘new’ ways of doing 

death, drawing on a history of attitudes that they position themselves alongside or against. I 

will discuss this further in the respective movement’s chapters. Out of these five periods, I 

am most interested in the one Ariès calls ‘The Invisible Death’ because this is the most recent 

period in time, and so has the most implications for the discursive field(s) transhumanism and 

death positivity define themselves against and work to exert control over.  

The different themes Ariès uncovered are rooted in being human as it relates to death. 

For example, the ‘evil’ of death has transformed throughout because of these different 

conceptions of being human in meeting with death. Ariès tells us that evil as a driving force, 

particularly associated with the devil in the Western/Global North conception, changed from 

a central opposition in religious and associated moral life to not being present anymore: “[sin, 

spiritual and moral evil] were no longer regarded as part of human nature but as social 

problems that could be eliminated by a good system of supervision and punishment” (613). 

Evil transformed from an agential force to unfortunate circumstances, subsumed in the 

‘natural order’ of things that could be solved through social initiatives (610-613). Yet disease 

and death could not be made to disappear; these were re-packaged as tragedy, also 

unfortunate but nonetheless ‘natural’ circumstances. This collapse of the evil and nature into 

each other imbued them with each other’s characteristics. “Death became dirty, and then it 

became medicalized” (612) through these changes that made systems of control, especially 

for social welfare, the arena of death.  

The relationship between ‘the self’ and death was also changed by different attitudes 

to these themes. According to Ariès, the impact of a person’s death has ranged from being 

“not a personal drama but an ordeal for the community, which was responsible for 

maintaining the continuity of the race” (603) in its earlier iterations, to a personal drama that 
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is nonetheless hidden from the dying person, determined by a “sense of privacy” (611) in 

what Ariès calls ‘The Invisible Death’. Insofar as death has indeed been seen as a tragedy, it 

has moved between being a personal tragedy and being a tragedy for a population, or the 

human in an abstract way. It is this development, from a public acceptance of sorts, although 

heavily ritualized, to the private concealment of death which constitutes the foundation for 

the disappearance of death and which transitions into the taboo of death (613). Death has 

disappeared, according to Ariès, not as a material occurrence, but as an acknowledged 

phenomenon in the public sphere. This disappearance occurred as death became less 

associated with religious conceptions of evil and a disembodied self which sought an eternal 

afterlife. Resultantly, the sexular spaces afforded to death within funereal establishments 

became spaces solely for death in a way that the religious spaces had not been, as these were 

served other important life-rites. The increased specialization of deathways is central to how 

they became invisible, and the emergence of funeral homes/parlors “freed the clergy, the 

family, and the doctors or nurses of responsibility for the deceased in the church, the home, 

and the hospital” (599). This change is also motivated by profit, according to Ariès. He 

anchors this process in an American context, but claims that this is due to the particular 

nature of American market capitalism, making the process frankly apparent in that context, 

rather than profiteering from death being an exclusively American phenomenon (598). He 

states that  

 

death occupied such a large place in the sensibility of the late nineteenth century that 

they became one of the most valuable and profitable objects of consumption. The 

phenomenon is characteristic of the whole Western world. (1991, 598)  

 

Like Ariès does here, death positivity makes a claim about the character of Western 

deathways, despite relying heavily on American practices such as embalming. These 

processes are in their understanding also exacerbated by capitalist interest. The 

understandings that Ariès outline have been shaped by the relationship between death and 

‘the self’ as embodied or disembodied; it has even shaped the acknowledgement of human 

individuals as discrete units of selves, which is a modern way of understanding the human 

that we now take for granted. Whether or not a person can be said to be an individual with 

distinct selfhood has intimate connections to how it has been argued that people have rights 

per se, that the human has a value by merely existing. This also has implications for how we 
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think questions of justice, whether that pertains to the human as a discrete unit, or the human 

as situated in, or otherwise continuous with nature.  

Ariès’ theory of death has had a significant impact in thanatology because of the deep 

time-approach it takes. His assertions that death is invisible has purchase in the thinking of 

the death positive movement. Death positivity operates from the understanding Ariès outlines 

of death as invisible, and the movement works actively in opposition to taboo death as caused 

by its increased professionalization and medicalization. Here Ariès is one of the historical 

building blocks to the discourse that death positivity claims as their own. The most important 

factors for my discussion that arise from Ariès’ study of death is that death has a continuous 

history as a social phenomenon across time and the space ‘The West’, and that this history is 

apparent through his use of complex concepts such as nature, the self and its relation to the 

body.   

 

2.1.2 Thomas Laqueur and mattering  
There is no one history of death, but the ways humans have understood death has several 

histories. Understanding death as a historical, and therefore temporally situated, phenomenon  

has implications for dispelling the taboo of death, because it challenges the understanding of 

death as merely a biological incident, a disappearance, and it allows for discussion of the 

different ways one can do death. To this end, I use historian Thomas Laqueur’s work to 

illustrate that the way we understand death now is not a ‘natural’ consequence of death’s 

biological aspect and that the relationship between the material and social in death has a long 

history of contestation.  

In The Work of the Dead (2015), Laqueur outlines a cultural history of death through 

looking at attitudes to the dead body. He does so through what he calls two time registers, 

one which is in the “deep time” (diachronic) anthropological of death and the other which is 

specific historical instances (synchronic) of deathways (5, 12). Laqueurs central claim is “that 

the work of the dead is to make culture” (13), and he outlines attitudes to the material and 

corporeal, of the corpse, as indicators of opinion on the more abstract ‘death’ concept. The 

dead body plays a vital part in defining timescapes, says Laqueur: 

 

In the beginning was the corpse: lifeless matter from which a human had fled. [...] 

[This book] is about why the dead body matters, everywhere and across time, as well 

as in particular times and particular places. [...] It matters because the dead make 
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social worlds. It matters because we cannot bear to live at the borders of our own 

mortality [...]. (1) 

 

The corpse ‘matters’ in two different ways—because it literally is matter with a tangible 

presence, and because it has an enormous significance in the social consciousness of humans. 

Laqueur makes the claim that “the body has always been disenchanted” (3), there has always 

been a certain thingliness to it that marks it as somehow different from the very intangible 

inner life of being human, so to speak. The body has had a position as flesh and matter, 

physical and biological, ultimately an object. According to Laqueur, this sentiment has 

existed throughout Western intellectual history, and he refers to Greek philosopher Diogenes’ 

supposed proclamation that he would prefer to be thrown to animals after his death because 

after all, it was of no significance to “him” when he did not inhabit the body anymore 

(Laqueur 2015, 1). In this understanding, the body is solely material after death and is 

understood as having little relevance to what it means to be human, which Laqueur points out 

does not reflect how the dead body actually has functioned throughout history. He states that 

there is a particular enchantment about the dead body that makes it more than object, for 

people have not readily agreed with Diogenes’ careless attitude to his body — although the 

body is merely matter, it also matters so much more. The dead  

 

[...] define generations, demarcate the sacred and the profane and more ordinary 

spaces as well, are the guarantors of land and power and authority, mirror the living 

themselves, and insist on our temporal limits. (Laqueur 2015, 4)  

 

Despite the body’s thingliness, our engagement with the material of death reflects or even 

constitutes our societies to a large degree, through the roles they play in practical, abstract 

and moral constructions. The material aspects of death—like its spaces, as Ariès posited—

and the practices that follow these indicate our attitudes to death in general and ourselves as a 

result. This is why we need to consider death, and how material factors that shape difference 

play part in its construction. Laqueur even makes the claim that caring for the dead “[...] is a, 

if not the, sign of our emergence from the order of nature into culture” (8). He contends that 

there is no specific moment that marks this emergence in human history, but it is an 

observable trend that “care of the dead has been regarded as foundational” (9) to our self-

understanding.  
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Laqueur describes what essentially boils down to two types of death, social 

(“cultural”) death and biological (“natural”) death. These are usually so intervowen that the 

relationship between social death and its connected cultural deathways and the occurrence of 

biological death is seen as natural consequences of each other. The dead body is given 

meaning that it does not inherently possess as an object through creeds like anthropocentrism 

that separates the human being from nature:  

 

[...] there are the dead as bodies [...]; there is also another way to construe the dead: as 

social beings, as creatures who need to be eased out of this world and be settled safely 

into the next and into memory. [...] By contrast to death in nature — anachronistically 

speaking, biological death — which happens in a relatively brief amount of time, 

social death takes time even in the West, where the other kind is regarded as more or 

less instantaneous. [...] Death in culture takes time because it takes time for the rent in 

the social fabric to be rewoven and for the dead to do their work in creating, 

recreating, representing or disrupting the social order of which they had been a part. 

(2015, 10) 

 

Laqueur points here to the varied ways in which the body operates as a bearer of meaning. He 

opens up for the possibility that the body can signify many things — not just death as absence 

or stopping or decay — but that it always signifies, constitutes and works, along with and 

beyond its physical presence. Death does not therefore need to be an ‘evil’ per se. Death 

figures as an object through the corpse, but it also transcends the physical matter of its 

existence through dimensions such as temporality. The dead inhabit these two positions 

simultaneously, and although they are separately definable aspects of death, the social and the 

material of death and dying cannot be disconnected from each other. This means that we need 

a holistic model to consider death and its necropolitical impact.  

The framework Laqueur proposes shows us that not only do humans make discourse about 

death, death also reciprocally makes human social existence. That is not to say that humans 

are exclusively constructed by death, but death in human history has been woven into how we 

conceive of being human. For my thesis, this means that the practices that transhumanism and 

death positivity advocate are as important to their view of death as are their explicitly stated 

attitudes. That our awareness and cultural norms around death mark us as human, apart from 

nature, is an argument that hints at a death drive as a part of subjectification processes.  
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2.1.3 Ernest Becker and the heroic subject 
Ariès and Laqueur take a primarily historical perspective on death, showing the 

interrelatedness of its material and social dimensions. But awareness of death is also a feature 

of the human psyche; as Laqueur shows, death is part of the social construction of what it 

means to be human, and how we understand it is as much in the mind as it is in the ground.  

As a model for the psychological processes of death, I use Ernest Becker and his 

psychoanalytical approach in the 1973 The Denial of Death. Death positivity specifically 

attributes its understanding of death as taboo in Becker’s theory of death denial (Order of the 

Good Death 2019b). In Becker’s view, denial of death is a mechanism to separate the human 

from nature, to exalt human existence. Anthropocentrism, then, becomes consequence of our 

awareness of death; the anthropocentric subject, the special human outside of nature, is 

inherently in opposition to itself being mortal. Humans are creatures made in and by 

meaningful activity, in Becker’s view, and in contrast ‘natural’ death is the utmost example 

of meaninglessness, of irrational instances of pointless suffering. Therefore, death becomes 

irreconcilable with being human, in the process of becoming ‘meaningful’ we reject the 

sensless parts of ourselves that death represents: our mortality. 

 Becker asserts early on that “the fear of death is a universal” (ix), obscured by a 

insurmountable wealth of information and production of knowledge about the true nature of 

the human. Intellectual knowledge and truth-production has lost its center, so to speak, and 

Becker intends to chip away this excess to access the core of human self-constitution to show 

that death “is a mainspring of human activity” (ix). For humans, in Becker’s recounting, 

death is the most central dimension of human self-constituting processes, even as we define 

ourselves away from it. Thinking with Becker’s theory means that transhumanism and death 

positivity are competing not just for definitional power over death and material practices of 

death, but of what it means to be human.  

According to Becker, humans constitute themselves as heroic, which means that there 

is an innate drive to conceptualize of oneself as special, as a central consciousness of the 

world. More than this, the narcissistic aspect of the heroic self-understanding believes itself 

to be immortal. The basic drive of “[...] narcissism feeds on symbols” (3) and the human5 

 
5 Really, Becker uses ‘man’ consequently, which I generously take to mean humanity as a whole. Simone de 
Beauvoir observes that “man represents both the positive and the neutral, as is indicated by the common use of 
man to designate human beings in general” (1989, xxi), of which we see an example here.  
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constantly re-constitutes itself further and further into the symbolic as inherently meaningful 

in its yearning to be special, heroic. Becker says that  

 

society is and always has been: a symbolic action system, a structure of statuses and 

roles, customs and rules for behavior, designed to serve as as a vehicle for earthly 

heroism. (4)  

 

In this view, humans make themselves through discourse, and we make discourse because we 

have an innate perception of ourselves as special. He further asserts that “[c]ulture is in its 

most intimate intent a heroic denial of creatureliness” (159), which means that the common 

meaning-making activities that make societies are driven by a denial of human animality, of 

our connection to the natural world. Society in this understanding is humankind’s escape 

from itself, “a living myth of the significance of human life” (7). This dualism of nature and 

culture has been more or less “effective” (159) at different times throughout history, and at 

different locations throughout the world, but it is always present:  

 

It doesn’t matter whether the cultural hero-system is frankly magical, religious, and 

primitive or secular, scientific, and civilized. It is still a mythical hero-system in 

which people serve in order to earn a feeling of primary value, of cosmic specialness, 

of ultimate usefulness to creation, of unshakable meaning. [...] The hope and belief is 

that the things that man creates in society are of lasting worth and meaning, that they 

outlive or outshine death and decay [...]. (5)  

  

Becker is using a highly problematic way of understanding what we might call developed and 

developing countries here (to acknowledge the impact of colonialism on the prosperity of 

colonized nations) which dates the approach considerably. To his credit, he problematizes 

this distinction, not by avoiding the terms but by affirming that these belief systems are as 

doctrinal as each other in that they seek to reaffirm a belief in the human as a central pivot in 

the world. Both religious and secular systems are made by humans, and humans are 

universally driven to envision themselves as heroic. These are merely different systems of 

symbols. Hence, pursuing scientific objectivity does not absolve a creed, like transhumanism, 

from reflecting on how it reiterates being human in how it views death. It can still be as 

concerned with reaffirming the special place of the human, which is an irrational and 

unconsciously decided drive by Becker’s assertions.  
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The creation of the self as heroic is further accelerated by the position the human 

finds itself in, with one foot in nature and one in the symbolic. Becker calls this “existential 

paradox the condition of individuality within finitude” (26 [italicization in original]). The 

human becomes self-conscious through its symbolic identity, realizing that it is in fact both a 

natural and symbolic entity. This self-awareness disturbs the heroic narrative, because it 

brings to the forefront the ways the human is not special, in the sense of an immortal central 

subject. The individual is limited in nature, despite its limitlessness in the symbolic. This 

realization creates fear, or terror, in the subject. Says Becker, “heroism is first and foremost a 

reflex of the terror of death” (11); the impulse towards the heroic occurs as a response to 

existential anxiety about being creaturely. Becker rejects the idea that there is anything 

essential to being a human, he instead understands human self-constitution as a dialectical 

relationship between nature-as-material and symbolism. The “two dimensions of human 

existence—the body and the self—can never be reconciled seamlessly” (29) within his 

understanding, because encountering the fact of one’s own mortality shakes the whole 

foundation for being human. Becker suggest how discursive making of the human emanates 

from death. To become human, not just as creatures but as persons, we essentially reject 

death and deny that we have this aspect in common with others. His theory gives an answer 

to how death may become taboo, and how the taboo remains so strong – to accept that we are 

mortal is also to accept that we are continuous with nature. This, then, is what we must do to 

displace the anthropocentric self, as it entrenches inequality through the ways it denies the 

humanity of those that do not conform to its boundaries.  

 

2.2 The gendered body, self and death 
One of the foundational assertions of this thesis is that understandings of death can be 

gendered at the level of conceptualization. By this, I mean that the ways in which people 

encounter death as a phenomenon is colored by the way their lives are marked by diversity, 

or difference from an assumed universal referent. According to Caroline Ramazanoğlu, 

“[n]otions of difference conceptualize how people are actually situated in relation to others 

[...]” (Ramazanoğlu and Holland 2002, 106). These notions encompass life and identity 

categories such as race/ethnicity, class, ability, sexuality, and most relevant to this thesis’ 

particular argument, gender. We are situated, located in specific places, metaphorical or 

geographical, by these differences that define our relationships to others. Navigating living, 

and consequently death, is connected to what ways we (are given to) understand ourselves 
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and our relationships to others. An important impetus in feminist theory is noting who 

represents alterity and particularity, and what that means for their lives, and as I argue, their 

ideas of death. Given that these categories influence the particularity of lives, 

conceptualizing, narrativizing and even moralizing death can arise from gendered 

understandings of subjectivity and the self. I base my analysis of gender as a structuring 

influence on selfhood in one of its most famous roots, Simone de Beauvoir’s concept of the 

Other.  

 

2.2.1 Simone de Beauvoir’s the One and the Other 
As discussed previously, death and being human can mutually define each other. We make 

selves through our relationship to our material existence. “It is not as a body but as a body 

subjected to taboos and laws that the subject gains consciousness of and accomplishes 

himself” (2010, 47) says Simone de Beauvoir. We are creaturely, to use Becker’s expression, 

but that creatureliness is shaped into humanity by discursive construction of meaning made 

upon it. The body is made into a self through its extraction from nature into meaning. But we 

also know, through studies of racial, gendered and sexual violence, that not all people are 

accorded the same humanity, despite having a body and partaking in social systems of 

meaning. The endowment of lesser status to these bodies speaks to a difference, a 

discrepancy in valuation. To understand how gender figures in constructions of subjectivity, 

and the unequal accordance of humanity based on categories of difference, I turn to Simone 

de Beauvoir. 

In The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir argues, and elucidates richly, that rather than 

being an essential set of characteristics, woman(hood) is made. Her most central philosophy 

boils down to the famous phrase “[o]ne is not born, but rather becomes, woman” (2010, 283). 

This is presumably because it so concisely summarizes her key argument: there are no instric 

female qualities that makes women their gender. This does not mean that there are no 

biological differences between men and women, but that these do not have innate meaning by 

themselves. Rather, woman is a concept that is created in and by society, contingent on the 

existence of another concept—man—to define it from the outside. Man and woman, male 

and female, operate as two definitional terms against each other. The terms define each other, 

but the directionality of the definition springs from man to woman. These are hierarchically 

ranked with ‘man’ on top, so the default human is thought of as ‘man’. As an existentialist 

philosopher, de Beauvoir’s work is based in an agential understanding of the individual, 

which enables her to imagine that gender is this dynamically created concept rather than a 
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static, inherent reality. She values and centers an essential humanity and its radical potential 

of freedom in the individual, which certainly is crucial in the construction of her theory of 

woman as the other.  

Feminist literary critic/theorist Toril Moi describes de Beauvoir’s existential 

philosophy as based in “the fundamental ambiguity of human existence”, and that this is 

essential to understanding The Second Sex (Moi 1994, 149). There is a gulf between 

consciousness and facticity—or as Moi says, between consciousness and death—a continual 

failing attempt at being that nonetheless is what our meaning is made up of  (Moi 1994, 150). 

There is a tragic duality that drives humans, not just in the tension of living and dying, but 

that we know that we will die; knowledge of death makes us aware of our corporeality, of our 

materiality. That is not to say, however, that life is meaningless: humans have to seize and 

create meaning through the use of free will, in the existentialist philosophy that de Beauvoir 

writes in. According to Moi, understanding de Beauvoir’s theory of womens’ position begins 

with acknowledging that meaning is fundamentally open-ended. Meaning is not intrinsic or 

extrinsic, but created as “products of the transcendent activity of consciousness” (150).  De 

Beauvoir says that “there is no other justification for present existence than its expansion 

toward an indefinitely open future” (de Beauvoir 2010, 16). This striven for meaning-making 

is reminiscent of the transhumanist mission. This also hearkens to the mechanisms of self-

constitution that Becker suggests. This open-endedness makes it possible for people to 

choose not to follow meaning, which is “an absolute evil” (16). But the potential for openly 

seeking meaning can also be closed off for someone not by their own choice, as happens for 

women in patriarchy, which leads to the evil of oppression (Moi 1994, 151; de Beauvoir 

2010, 16). This is where transhumanism and de Beauvoir differs – transhumanist conceptions 

of the individual does little to reflect on how categories of difference result in unequal access 

to the ways of making meaning that they advocate. I will discuss this further in the chapter on 

transhumanism. 

To de Beauvoir, there is a significant difference between these two ways of not 

pursuing meaning, even if both are ‘bad’. In the first reference given above, one chooses not 

to fulfill their potential, and in the second, one is not allowed to fulfill it. Not being allowed 

to fulfill one’s potential for transcendence is a particular circumstance of patriarchal societies 

under which women are restrained by their association with facticity—significant realities of 

one’s life that aren’t (immediately) changeable (Sampson 2011, 45).  De Beauvoir says that 

“[f]or a woman to accomplish her femininity, she is required to be object and prey; that is, 

she must renounce her claims as a sovereign subject” (de Beauvoir 2010, 723). Fully living as 
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a free human contradicts living as woman, for she is bound to her body. De Beauvoir points 

to for example reproductive organs as facticities in a woman’s life – aspects of the body that 

are real, but whose meaning is imparted upon them. This association between being female 

and facticity results in an alienation process. Women are forced to identify with an objectified 

image that does not reflect their potential for participating in the open-ended construction of 

meaning, and she becomes an other (Moi 1994, 174; de Beauvoir 2010, 17). She is not of her-

self, she is something else, idealized and distorted as a mirror image of what she could be but 

cannot. Women are required to both be responsible for their individual selves, and their 

gendered (projected) selves. As a human, she seeks to engage in self-constituting activities, 

but as a woman she is tethered to a way of being that disallows these. Women are placed in 

tension between a transcendental potential and the weight of immanence, stagnation, that is 

put upon them by virtue of their bodies. Following de Beauvoir’s thesis, women’s self-

understanding is thus connected to their bodies to a significantly larger degree than men’s. As 

Laqueur tells us, the body is essential to the meaning of death, and considering this in 

connection to de Beauvoir here hints at distinct relationships to death that arise through the 

gendered body and the gendered self. 

The construction of woman as the other also implicates man as a gendered self. 

Woman does not just become in a vacuum, but in relation to the concept of ‘man’. De 

Beauvoir asserts that 

 

The terms masculine and feminine are used symmetrically only as a matter of form 

[...] In actuality the relation of the two sexes is not quite like that of two electrical 

poles, for man represents both the positive and the neutral, as is indicated by the 

common use of man to designate human beings in general; whereas woman represents 

only the negative, defined by limiting criteria [....]. (de Beauvoir 1989, xxi)6 

 

What de Beauvoir claims is that there is a differential valuation accorded to the genders 

male/man and female/woman that hierarchizes the two. Man is both the top and the given 

neutral, and woman is the different, the second, the other in this hierarchy by her existence as 

categorically relational. This is partially a linguistic argument and partially an ontological 

argument, where de Beauvoir bases her assertion in observations about how language creates 

 
6 I use the 1989 edition/translation here because it is more succinct and clearer in its message than the 2010 
edition. Criticism of the 1989 translation’s practice of abridging de Beauvoir’s writing can be found in the 
2010’s edition on page xvii.   
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realities, as well as how these realities influence our language. Moi makes the point that men 

can also be alienated—let us for example consider racial minority alienation, or the alienation 

of the worker in Marxism—but this is not because of patriarchal structures that tie them to 

facticity (Moi 1995, 199). Men are free(er) from the burden of embodying immanence, and 

can seek transcendence through meaningful activity as selves rather than embodied selves. 

Women and men thus experience that their body is an element in accomplishing meaningful 

activity in different ways, either as an obstacle or as more or less irrelevant.7  

There is more nuance and material in de Beauvoir’s work and Moi’s interpretation of 

it, but that women’s experience of self is anchored to the body is a crucial part of 

understanding de Beauvoir’s relevance in discussions of death.8 The experienced materiality 

of one’s self is an essential aspect of one’s relationship to that material basis ceasing to exist. 

If I understand the essence of me, the immaterial self of myself, to be inextricable from the 

material basis for my self, death of the material self cannot be separated from the death of my 

immaterial self, which means that the death of my body is the death of me.9 Conversely, if 

my self is conceived as an immaterial self separated from my material self, the death of my 

body does not have to mean the end of me. De Beauvoir’s theory that the (female) gendered 

self is a material self thus helps explain why there appears to be a gendered divide between 

transhumanist and death positive understanding of death. One the one hand, this is quite 

literal as the participants in the movements appear to be split in highly gendered groups. On 

the other hand, it is also true in the sense that even at the level of ideas transhumanism is 

more ‘masculine’—less embodied and more universalist—and death positivity is more 

‘feminine’—more embodied and more concerned with particularity, or facticity. I will 

discuss and illustrate this further in the groups’ respective chapters.  

 

 
7 This is with the caveat that gender is not the only category of difference that exists, and that these are 
conditional to other forms of difference in making inequality, as Kimberlé Crenshaw’s intersectionality term 
reminds us.  
8 Here, I want to acknowledge some of the more reductive moves I have made in making feminine and 
masculine overlap with woman and man, which does not account for being gendered in people as much as it 
takes ideal social forms of these categories. This is strategic on my part, for the discussion of death the level of 
ideas, which rely on these discursive ideal constructions (Bacchi 2005) that typify normatively rather than 
carefully describe actual variety in phenomena. 
9 I am operating with a separation of what we might call an immaterial soul and a material body in this 
consideration, which I derive from the Cartesian separation of soul/body. Throughout the thesis I refer to theory 
that problematizes this separation, but it is nonetheless the central way the body and the self are assumed to be 
in the West/Global North.  
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2.2.2 Julia Kristeva and abjection 
To further discuss the role of the body, gender and death, Julia Kristeva’s concept of the 

abject can illuminate some of the processes of their mutual construction. Abjection is the 

process of repulsion, denial and rejection of bodily realities. Kristeva builds on linguistic 

psychoanalysis, in which the relationship between the real and its meaning are arbitrary and 

slippery because of the interrelated relationship of the concepts that create meaning 

(Mortensen 2011b, 24).  Kristeva leads with the significance of gender in the process that 

makes a child meaningful by its introduction to symbolic systems, in a similar fashion to 

Becker. According to Kristeva, “[t]he abject has only one quality of the object—that of being 

opposed to I.” (Kristeva 1982, 1). There is a ‘me’, the subject, and there is the other, 

something which is wholly different to the self:  

 

[...] [n]ot me. Not that. But not nothing, either. A “something” that I do not recognize 

as a thing. A weight of meaninglessness, about which there is nothing insignificant, 

and which crushes me. (Kristeva 1982, 2) 

 

The abject functions as a state between the subject that defines the self and the object that 

defines the other. In order to become a self, a subject in psychoanalytic theory, one has to 

reject the relation with the corporeal, represented by the mother, in order to step into the 

symbolic order, represented by the father, which constitutes meaningful society. Becoming 

meaningful as such is therefore a gendered process. According to Kristeva, doing so is 

perilous because the return of the abject always threatens, because it always has been a part 

of the self even if it has been rejected (13). There is a gap between how the self understands 

itself within the symbolic, and what we might call the facticity of the corporeal, that leads to 

the potential of collapse of the self-sustaining mechanism of abjection. “The vision of the ab-

ject is, by definition, the sign of an impossible ob-ject, a boundary and a limit” (154). The 

abject is a taboo that looms in the background, unspeakable but threateningly present all the 

same. This bears resemblance to how Becker talks about the denial of death, where death and 

the body’s materiality is oppositional to being meaningful. Becker’s description of the 

struggle for humans between nature and meaning, that which gives rise to denial of death, is 

what Kristeva terms abjection—“a kind of narcissistic crisis” (14; italics in original) where 

the negotiation for one’s boundaries is at stake. 

The idea of the abject as liminal is important to understand how abjection works. “It is 

[...] not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, 
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order”, says Kristeva (4). The central mechanism in abjection is not the particular ways in 

which systems are disturbed, but that expulsed particulars—such as the corpse—make the 

system apparent and challenge it. Subject formation theory within psychoanalysis is premised 

on the drawing of borders through meaning-making—either real or metaphorical—in systems 

of self- and other-understanding, that follow the gendered lines of the mother-father 

characters. At the root of what Kristeva posits as the reason for fear of death, apparent as 

abjection, is the basic premise that it is due to a gendered split in self-understanding and 

subject constitution. A fear of death can thus be rooted in the mechanisms that make a 

person’s subjectivity within a gendered, patriarchal system. According to Kristeva, “[...] it is 

the human corpse that occasions the greatest concentration of abjection and fascination” 

(149) because it works so strongly as an object that calls to attention that one both is as the 

corpse, and simultaneously entirely different from it. I have a body, but I do not recognize 

myself as purely that, and might in fact be entirely opposed to identifying myself with an 

embodied self rather than a mental self, which is highly gendered as deliberated by de 

Beauvoir. The corpse is  

 

[...] the other that I am and will never reach, the horror with which I [cannot 

communicate][…], but which dwells in me, spends me, and carries me into the point 

where my identity is turned into something undecidable. (Kristeva 1982, 150) 

 

Meeting with death calls into question fundamental understandings of one’s self. This can be 

particularly egregious in the case of someone whose self-understanding is based in being 

immaterial and disembodied, which is the case for men per de Beauvoir. And inversely, the 

continual re-anchoring of the self in the body (willingly or not), as for women per de 

Beauvoir, can dampen the shock of being faced with the abject of the corpse and 

subsequently the realization of one’s mortality. The distance to cover, the gulf that Kristeva 

describes between the self and the abject, appear to be shorter for women, or maybe women 

are more often forced to ‘look across’ it to acknowledge its existence. To be feminine, 

woman, is to be rooted in the body as mothers and as Mother. Thus, women can arguably be 

said to have a stronger experience of ambiguity in meeting with the abject than men because 

of their relationships to their bodies. Being male is to reside in the symbolic and to totally 

rejec the body as relevant for the self, and thus meeting with one’s mortality might be a 

bigger shock. All of this, of course, with the caveat that understanding fear of death on the 

levels that psychoanalysis operates does not account for the particular experiences of 
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individual people with death and death scares. It is rather an ecompassing theory for how 

selves are made, how we think about where the seat of ‘me’ is and its material bases. Using 

Kristeva’s work on abjection to consider death positivity and transhumanism seems to show 

us how there can be a gendered difference in how these meet the primo abject of the corpse 

and the ideas it represents.  

 

2.3 Nature and the (post)human 
In this chapter’s previous sections, I have involved the concept of nature as a structuring 

force in understandings of death, selfhood, and gender. The assumptions of what nature is, 

has bearings for what humans can and ought to be within that construct. I take nature, like 

death, as a real, material world whose meaning does not inherently spring from that 

materiality. Like, or maybe along with, death, nature is made to be a definitional opposite of 

‘the human’. Humans are often conceived of as outside of nature somehow, as special agents 

in an incidental, unrefined world, as Becker suggests with the heroic subject. The perception 

that humans play the main role in the world influences how humans should act as moral 

agents, but it also constitutes the borders of morality by virtue of what humans can do. 

Placing the human at the center of existence is anthropocentrism – the set of values that, at 

least partially, gives rise to anthropogenic climate change, as problematized in chapter 1. 

Because the human is this exceptional consciousness in creation, it is also justified in 

intervening in it and consuming the non-human for its benefit (Haraway 2016; Braidotti 

2013). The result of this is, as deliberated in chapter 1, death—material, real world, 

catastrophical death. Its remedy, then, must be to challenge the special role of the human and 

connect the two back together.  

In addition to death, categories of difference, hereunder gender, matter in the 

anthropocentric worldview because of their relative absence. As has been discussed 

previously in conjunction with Simone de Beauvoir, the imagined universal human is male, 

and this is also true in anthropocentric visions. More than that, the anthropo-central human 

reflects a specific group within humanity, making these androcentric (Braidotti 2013, 1), 

despite the general ‘human’ referent in the term. Donna Haraway problematizes the imagined 

parallel relationship between the concrete ideal citizen’s body and the social governing body, 

for example, with reference to how power flows through these structures: 
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The union of the political and physiological [...] has been a major source of ancient 

and modern justifications of domination, especially of domination based on 

differences seen as natural, given, inescapable, and therefore moral. (Haraway 1991, 

7-8)  

 

Those who do not fulfill the criteria of the anthropocentric ideal self are accorded less value, 

and this is justified as unchangeable, inevitable, ‘natural’, a mere reflection of what the world 

really is. There is a conflation between what is culturally understood as ought to be and what 

actually is, where the former informs the latter. The problems of anthropocentrism are 

therefore twofold: the priority of humans above all else, and the narrow understanding of the 

human within that priority. This is a central problematic within ecofeminism and feminist 

posthumanism, the to latter to which Donna Haraway is an important contributor, which 

seeks to question the rigid lines drawn between the natural and the human based in totalizing 

and universalizing understandings of these. Rosi Braidotti defines the “posthuman condition” 

as a  

 

qualitative shift in our thinking about what exactly is the basic unit of common 

reference for our species, our polity and our relationship to the other inhabitants of 

this planet. (2013, 2) 

 

Are humans of nature, in nature, beside nature, or outside of nature? If we are of nature, do 

we have a responsibility to nature and its other agents? Do we have a responsibility to nature 

as its custodians, if we are outside/above it? This, of course, also pertains to death. Do we 

accept, encourage, revile the deaths of others in nature—animals, insects, fungi—or even of 

nature itself as it is represented by plant life, the ecosystem? Do human deaths equal these 

deaths? These questions highlight how difficult it can be to pry apart the concepts nature and 

death, and how intimately ideas of otherness and difference structure their valuation. Human 

relationships to death arise as a consequence of our relationship to nature, and 

simultaneously, human relationships to nature arise as a consequence of our relationship to 

death. To challenge these distinctions and circumvent some of their problems, ecofeminist 

and feminist posthumanism offer possible frameworks to (dis)integrate the anthropocentric 

human. 
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2.3.1 Val Plumwood and the discontinuous human 
The relationship between definitions of nature and the human is not given. The 

aforementioned problems of anthropocentrism result from a particular way of viewing the 

human, based in a Western/Global North understanding of the term that takes on highly 

gendered dimensions. The Australian ecofeminist-philosopher Val Plumwood’s theoretical 

work on the anthropocentric focus in Western relations to nature can illuminate how 

understandings of nature are gendered, as well as “how anthropocentrism rests upon the 

problematic assumption that there is a significant moral division between humans and the rest 

of nature” (Davion 2009, 1). Her work is interesting to my thesis because it sheds light on 

how constructions of personhood and selfhood, in which gender plays a significant part, 

operate in meeting with perceptions of nature, which also has implications for human 

relations to death. Plumwood is ecofeminist by description, but has common cause with 

feminist posthumanism, as I will explain.  

Plumwood claims that “one key aspect of the Western view of nature [...] is the view 

of nature as sharply discontinuous or ontologically divided from the human sphere” (1991, 

10) and calls this separation the discontinuity problem. She further contends that this 

human/nature dualism is interrelated with other dualisms, such as feminine/masculine, and 

that these inform each other. These dualisms are implicated in, but also cause, hierarchical 

ways of understanding the phenomena they describe. According to Plumwood, most of “the 

problem (both for women and nature) lies in rationalist or rationalist-derived conceptions of 

the self and of what is essential and valuable in the human makeup” (5-6). A rationalist 

understanding of the human dismisses the local and the singular, rejecting “the particular and 

the emotional [...] as the enemy of the rational, as corrupting, capricious, and self-interested” 

(6). As discussed previously through Simone de Beauvoir concept of the other, women are 

constructed to embody the less valued attributes that Plumwood list here. Woman is the 

particular to the man’s universal, the differential to the man’s same, and moreover, she is a 

problem to these masculine values. The dualistic constructions necessarily pit the two against 

each other, for they are conceived of as inherently oppositional. Plumwood says that  

 

what is taken to be authentically and characteristically human [...] as well as the ideal 

for which human should strive is not to be found in what is shared with the natural 

and animal [...] but in what is thought to separate and distinguish them [...] (1991, 11).  
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Rational control over feelings, harnessing potential resources for human benefit, creating 

systems of meaning in culture, these are some of the things that make ‘the human’ different 

from ‘the natural’. ‘Human’ cannot be like ‘nature’ when they are defined in opposition to 

each other, and so any positive value attributed to one of them must necessarily have a 

negative in its paired counterpart. Whatever is deemed a good value is associated with the 

preferred of the two in a dualistic relationship, and therefore the other must necessarily 

contain its worse equivalent. When one of these then takes the hierarchical top spot, that 

value—whether nature or man or rationality or white—becomes a universal which precludes 

variety outside its associated values. Association with a pairs’ negative value inhibits full 

inclusion in the positive value, and that is how for example ‘woman’, although also ‘human’, 

is relegated to ‘nature’. These binary systems make exclusive categories where values must 

be either 1 or 0. This means that there is an inherent problem in trying to diversify 

understandings of a dualistic pairs’ contents; discussing variegated life (and death) gels badly 

with universal and exclusive models and theories made to describe that life.   

In The Eye of the Crocodile (2012), Plumwood uses the example of food hierarchies 

to illuminate the same/other problem of anthropocentrism:  

 

Human Exceptionalism positions us as the eaters of others who are never 

themselves eaten and has profoundly shaped dominant practices of self, 

commodity, materiality and death—especially death. (91) 10 

 

The deaths of humans are not equal to the deaths of nature’s others in the anthropocentric 

human exceptionalist view. Echoing the central sentiment in abjection that those things that 

repulse us delinate us, Plumwood says that “attention to human foodiness is tasteless” (91). 

As she points out, we are continually a part of a cycle of consumption, being symbiotic with 

microorganisms on our skin and in our guts, but this “essential foodiness is much easier to 

ignore than in one where we are munched by a noticeably large predator” (91). Humans 

cannot be recognized as food in the human exceptionalist view, nor can we ever “be 

introduced to the meat” (60), that is, we cannot recognize the materiality or animality we 

have in common with other creatures, nor their possible humanity. The nature/human dualism 

places the two at odds with each other, forbidding any sense of mutuality.  

 
10 The Eye of the Crocodile was written by Plumwood after a near death experience with a crocodile, and it was 
published posthumously. This demonstrates an example of how experiences with mortality can galvanize our 
thinking, and that death needn’t be the end of our role as contributors to meaning.  
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Plumwood refers specifically to meat as commodity in this discussion, but a similar 

understanding can be applied on the object-other, or the abject, when we die. The rejection of 

the dead body is the rejection of human animality, our place within a chain linked to non-

human others, not just an individual crisis of mortality. Human exceptionalism requires that 

humans are elevated to the top of the food chain, and simultaneously that we stand outside of 

it, it is premised on drawing borders between the human and its others. We can see the 

relative value of the human through these commodifying or objectifying processes. A human 

eating veal is dinner, a bear eating a child is a nightmarish tragedy. A human eating another 

human is perhaps the strongest taboo of all, “a revolting sign of the collapse, or absence, of 

civilization […] [,] collaps[ing] the boundary between nature and culture” (Laqueur 2015, 4). 

There is a stricty hierarchy, and changing its directionality, laterally or medially, perturbs us. 

That is not to say that Plumwood advocates for either cannibalism or veganism. Rather, she 

advocates for what she calls ‘Ecological Animalism’, which  

 

[...] aims to disrupt [the human/nature] historical dualism by re-situating humans in 

ecological terms at the same time as it re-situates non-humans in ethical and cultural 

terms. [...] [It] affirms an ecological universe of mutual use [...]. (Plumwood 2012, 78)  

 

Here, Plumwood has common cause with feminist posthumanism. Instead of a system where 

humanity emerges as essentially outside of or as elevated proprietors of nature, she 

illuminates the mechanisms that result in this kind of understanding to pull us back down to 

the ground—and arguably later, into the ground.  

These separations are not just problems that arise in anthropocentric discourses. 

Plumwood also finds that they exist, through feminist criticism that looks for flattening of 

difference, within modern environmental philosophy even as it is opposed to 

anthropocentrism. She terms this deep ecology. Deep ecology provides “at least three 

different accounts of self[...]—indistinguishability, expansion of self, and transcendence of 

self” (Plumwood 1991, 12) that all are insufficient in dealing with the problems of 

anthropocentrism and do at times facilitate its problematic elements such as universalization 

rather than dismissing them. The indistinguishability account is a “metaphysics that insists 

that everything is really part of and indistinguishable from everything else” (13), where 

Plumwood argues that this collapsing of subjectivity can just as well be egoistical as utopian 

insofar as being ‘one’ with something can make one feel entitled to it. The expanded self has 

the same problem as the previous; “[i]t does not question the structures of possessive egoism 



41 
 

and self interest; rather, it tries to allow for a wider set of interests by an expansion of self” 

(14). The expanded self takes for granted that one must have self-interest in order to feel 

obligated to something, and “[o]thers are recognized morally only to the extent that they are 

incorporated into the self, and their difference denied” (15). As surmised previously, this 

flattening of difference makes problems for justice insofar as there is not recognition of the 

agency of particular others. The transcendent self tries to avoid the problem of self altogether 

by leaving it behind—striving “for impartial identification with all particulars” (15)—but 

this, too, is insufficient. Plumwood calls this “the deep ecology version of universalization, 

with the familiar emphasis on the personal and particular as corrupting and self-interested” 

(15). All of these alternatives to anthropocentric thinking struggle with bridging the gap of 

self and other in a way that does not erase one or both, and according to Plumwood they 

make for poor grounding for feminist practices of anti-anthropocentrism. Instead, she urges 

us towards a feminist ethics that  

 

can allow for both continuity and difference and for ties to nature which are 

expressive of the rich, caring relationships of kinship and friendship rather than 

increasing abstraction and detachment from relationship. (1991, 16) 

 

Plumwood calls this a ‘relational account’ where the self is “embedded in a network of 

essential relationships with distinct others” (20), much like the aforementioned Ecological 

Animalism. Feminist practices focusing on nature and the self need not fall into the trap of 

universalizing or eradicating the subject as anthropocentrism does; rather, good practice for 

ecological feminist remedies to injustice recognizes the interrelatedness of particulars. Non-

humans also have a place in the ethical and cultural and should not be defined out of these. 

Humans are in and of nature, but nature does not account for the wholeness of what it means 

to be human. Recognizing these things is how we can retain the value of the singular, while 

not glorifying it to the detriment of others.  

The point of looking at anthropocentrism and deep ecology together is that both ways 

of conceptualizing the human in nature arises from the same imperative—eradicating 

difference. Eradication of difference leads to unjust practices, like colonial, racial and 

gendered violence, by not recognizing the particular needs these groups have, or outright 

denial of these even if they are recognized. Death becomes violent through the differently 

accorded value given to people who are subject to justified forms of excessive violence based 

in their difference. This is necropolitics, the wielding of “power and the capacity to dictate 
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who may live and who must die” (Mbebe 2003, 11). The anthropocentric, through its 

centering of one type of human being, has rife with potential to delineate who are subject to 

the violent effects of necropolitics.  

Since death is one of these nodes of definition that make nature and human separate—

by way of the body—bringing them back together through acknowledging death is a way to 

challenge the universal human and to avoid some of the problems that arise from it. There is a 

tendency to derive ethics from this centered, universal(ized) (hu)man, which can make for 

untenable circumstances in life for its others. Even when one sets out to do differently, as in 

deep ecology, there is a struggle to conceive of a subjectivity that can be distinct from and 

connected to others at the same time. This goes hand in hand with emphasis on the rational, 

the unparticularized, as the basis for how knowledge production should originate. The 

construction of ethics relies heavily on universalities, it needs to be generalizable in order to 

be considered sufficiently objective, sufficiently rational to construct ideas of what is ‘good’. 

The non-generalizable is dismissible as not ‘objective’ or ‘rational’ enough to constitute a 

basis from which to make meaning and gain knowledge. As pointed out by Simone de 

Beauvoir, this rationality and generality is associated with the masculine, while the particular 

is given a female character. Being particular becomes a non-male vice, and in the 

heteronormative binary gender system being non-male is being female. Thus, the feminine, 

by its association with the body and nature, becomes a seat of dubious observation of the 

world and knowledge production based in it, an epistemologically suspect subject. Plumwood 

further illuminates the separation of a universalized rational subject from other modes of 

being, stating that: 

 

Rationalist models which treat communication as an exercise in pure, abstract, neutral 

and universal reason, and which delegitimate the more emotional and bodily forms 

and aspects of communication, operate to exclude non-humans from full 

communicative status just as they exclude various human others accorded lower 

human status as further from the rational ideal. These rationalist models exclude the 

forms of communication associated with animals along with the forms of 

communication associated with women, with non-Western cultures and with less 

‘educated’ classes.” (2012, 65) 

 

She takes the idea of otherness that de Beauvoir first posited and applies it to a larger context 

than (human) gender. The consequence of a general subjectivity tethered to a male 
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transcendental consciousness is not just the alienation of women, it also alienates nature due 

to its connection with the female (Plumwood 1991, 11). The separation is not just between 

man and woman, but Man and Nature.  

The historical genesis of the values Plumwood describes here lies in the 

Enlightenment. Its distinct intellectual inheritances, maybe in particular the Cartesian 

mind/body dualism, have strong implications for how science and the human is understood 

today (Braidotti 2013). That is not to say that women, or other ‘others’, have not been 

allocated to identification with whatever is the lesser value in the hierarchy of humanity 

before the 1700s. Nor is it to say that conceptualizations of the material body and the 

immaterial self (soul/mind) did not exist before the Enlightenment. According to James 

Green, Thomas Aquinas conceived of the soul as in the thirteenth century as  

 

independent of bodies, [...] [t]heir existence parallels our animated fleshiness, and at 

death they leave and return to an eternal realm, no longer dependent on matter for 

their existence. [...] Soul/body dualism was essential to Aquinas’s teaching and 

became the declared position of medieval Christendom. (2008, 97) 

 

This conceptualization of the soul as a separate entity of the self, or maybe the central seat of 

the self over the body as the seat of the self, has enormous implications for how subjectivity 

is thought. Particularly interesting is what I refer to here as the Cartesian mind/body dualism, 

which in “Descartes’s view, the essence of mind is [...] consciousness, or ‘mind’, that 

separates men from animals, who are unconscious ‘matter’” (Ramazanoğlu and Holland 

2002, 27). This way of separating the human from the animal is at the core of 

anthropocentrism, and gives fertile ground for further alienation of women from the universal 

‘minded’ subject through gendered processes of embodiment. The exaltation of rationality as 

a, if not the, primary human characteristic further clasps the association between 

disembodiment and human subjectivity. In this understanding, being “matter” makes 

subjectivity non-attainable or at least a lesser form compared to a pure, “rational” and 

disembodied self. The rationalism of Enlightenment thinking “offers a framework of 

masculinist thinking within which [feminists] have struggled to find an authoritative voice” 

(Ramazanoğlu and Holland, 24), due to the mechanisms of separation that Plumwood points 

to. I, like Ramazanoğlu and Holland, “make no attempt here to do justice to the range, 

complexity and internal disputes [...] or to squeeze Enlightenment thought into some unified 

philosophical position” (2002, 24) but rather to point to an inheritance of thought that shapes 
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thinking about the human, nature and gender in our time, even if the latter is more implicit. 

These concepts, as much as death, have a history of discursive construction.   

Plumwood illustrates how modern Western anthropocentrism has supplanted a 

religious human exceptionalist view with a secular one, and yet how it centers the human in 

similar ways. This echoes Ernest Becker’s proposition that “it doesn’t matter whether the 

cultural hero-system” (1973, 5) is religious or secular, it is still a function of human self-

constitutive behavior as inherently meaningful. Plumwood states that both “Christian-

monotheist and modernist-atheist [...] traditions inherit the human exceptionalism and hyper-

separation that propels the environmental crisis” (2012, 91). The shift from a religious 

worldview to a secular worldview can easily lead us to assume that the human-centric 

paradigm has changed entirely, both in content and form. However, through Plumwood’s 

investigations we can posit that the core perception of human ability to and necessity of 

conquering death remains. She exemplifies the changing paradigms of death by referring to 

material practices in the graveyard, like Ariès and Laqueur. The religious sculptures of the 

graveyard reflect what Plumwood refers to as heavenism, the belief that “the true human 

home is beyond the earth, in heaven” (93), which, like Thomas Aquinas, reviles materiality 

and sanctifies the non-material soul. These are old markers, dating “back over a 150 years” 

(93). In contrast, modern mortuary practice “[...] expresses human exceptionalism and the 

Cartesian project of defeating human mortality not by religion in the afterlife but by a 

technological-medical war against nature in this life” (94). According to Plumwood, this 

secular, modern medico-materialist view is  

 

not rejection of the heavenist problematic [of human exceptionalism] so much as a 

continuation and even affirmation of it in an amputated form—a reversal in which the 

original spirit/matter split is maintained but the previously devalued side (the body, 

materiality) is now affirmed [...]. (94) 

 

Like deep ecology trying to counter anthropocentrism, the modern medico-materialist view 

brings with it the human exceptionalist problems that exist in religion, despite the two being 

conceived of as contradictory. Plumwood refers to this modern style of death as reductive 

materialism, an “afterlife in the terms of absence, nullity” that “expresses only a truncated 

dualism and disillusioned heavenism” (94-95). This is the narrative of disappearance that 

shapes modern understanding of death. As far as narratives of death go, we have the choice 

between two competing discourses of death and afterlife, “alienated continuity versus 
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reductive-materialist discontinuity” (94; italics in the original). There is still a conception of 

an exceptional self/subject/soul in both; the body figures as some sort of surface that the self 

happens to be projected on, but it is never really implicated as essential to the self. This 

matter especially for understanding transhumanism, whose rejection of death is strongly 

premised on human exceptionalism and the rejection of a religious afterlife, but the 

acceptance of a non-material self that can be transposed across materials.  

The above is a key point in Plumwood’s philosophy, and it lends itself to the 

consideration of transhumanism and death positivity because it succinctly overlaps on the 

difference between the two groups. The transhumanist view of death is that death is an evil 

because it ends the potential of the individual (More 2013b). This is a deprivation account of 

death, or as Plumwood calls it, “the thesis of finality” (2012, 95), and I will argue later that 

this is one of the main driving mechanisms of transhumanism. Death positivity assents with 

Plumwood’s re-situating of the human in nature. The end of the person you are should 

minimally impact the environment through you choosing eco-sustainable disposal methods, 

which acknowledges the role of the human in a larger context within nature as a whole entity. 

Plumwood argues for a carbon cyclical approach to being, and death positivity further works 

with carbon cyclicality as a practical alternative to ‘heavenist’ and medico-material mortuary 

rites. Carbon cyclicality highlights an interdependency of actors in the world, bypassing the 

problems of the anthropocentric and deep ecology selves. Plumwood presents the acceptance 

of this interdependency as crucial to the survival of the human race, where 

 

communicative models of relationships with nature and animals seem likely to offer 

us a better chance of survival in the difficult times ahead than dominant mechanistic 

models which promote insensitivity to the others’ agency and denial of our 

dependency on them. (2012, 56)  

 

A significant motive of Plumwood’s theoretical work is oriented towards the practical impact 

the acknowledgement of this dependency might have in the future. The potential for the 

experience of continuity within a global scale context can lend itself to “comfort [...], 

meaning and hope” (92) through the dismantling of the human exceptionalist model. Her 

texts give ample analytical tools for how to think about the self and nature without resorting 

to romanticized or exceptionalist discourses that take on highly gendered characteristics. 

These also answer to some of the challenges that arise in the Anthropocene, giving arguments 
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for why eco-consciousness is necessary, in thinking and in practice, to combat the unequal 

effects of necropolitics. 

 

2.3.2 Donna Haraway and the ambivalent and troubling 
Feminist theoretician Rosi Braidotti says in her book The Posthuman (2013):  

 

posthuman theory is a generative tool to help us re-think the basic unit of reference 

for the human in the bio-genetic age known as ‘anthropocene’, […] it can also help us 

re-think the basic tenets of our interaction with both human and non-human agents on 

a planetary scale. (5-6) 

 

In this thesis, I attempt to make death into the key that unlocks this posthumanist theoretical 

potential, so to speak. Death is a common denominator between the tensions among concepts 

such as nature, the body, and gender, which feminist posthumanism seeks to unsettle and 

therefore has great potential to enable different thinking. There are many ways to approach 

these tensions, but I choose Donna Haraway’s most recent theoretical tool, staying with the 

trouble, from her 2016 book of the same name. It suggests an approach to decentering the 

human through a focus on being in the world, despite its many contradictions. One of the key 

insights in Plumwood’s ecofeminist theory is that hierarchization and its 

presupposed/resultant simplification of how humans are in nature causes unfairness and 

oppression. Haraway works with the same idea and shows how one can think and do 

differently, as Plumwood advocates, from the entrenched anthro- and androcentric ways of 

creating and valuing knowledge. Haraway states that she “is deeply committed to the more 

modest possibilities of partial recuperation and getting on together. Call that staying with the 

trouble” (2016, 10).  

Staying with the trouble is “redo[ing] ways of living and dying” in light of scarcity 

that we are facing in the Anthropocene, involving “multispecies players, who are enmeshed 

in partial and flawed translations across difference [...]” (10). We can and will never be 

‘same’, but we can still make moves toward acknowledging that in the ways we can, even if 

these are not total solutions to inherent tensions that arise from meetings between the 

different and their varied interests. In other words, staying with the trouble is acknowledging 

and working with connections between humans and non-humans in a way that makes 

sustainable living (and dying) possible for all parties. It is important to note that the outcome 
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of staying with the trouble is neither utopian nor apocalyptic. There is no perfect paradise 

waiting for us if we reconnect the human and the natural, but that does not mean we should 

reject the prospect of it in favor of nihilism. Staying with the trouble could perhaps be 

described as a mindfulness of being, a presence-indicated awareness of how we are that gives 

us answers for how we act and how we might act differently based on what we observe. But 

staying with is also action, a co-becoming that implicates humans strongly in their presence 

and present. We cannot just observe well, we must act well based on what we observe. As 

stated in the introductory chapter, this impulse becomes increasingly more relevant in an age 

of environmental disaster that is the result of necropolitics which condemns the many to 

death for the benefit of the few.  

 I am particularly interested in staying with the trouble as a methodology and practice, 

both for this thesis and how it can apply to the movements I investigate, rather than applying 

Haraway’s specific examples to my own work. As Braidotti states, posthuman theory can 

work as a generative tool, a productive standpoint from which to examine ideas of the human. 

The possibility of opening up alternative ways of thinking through linguistic ambiguity and 

play, for example, shows how alternative knowledges and existences can be uncovered, as 

well as revealing discourses and knowledge production we take for granted. One of the key 

terms Haraway uses is what she calls SF. This acronym-initialism stands for many things, 

among which are “science fiction, speculative fabulation, string figures, speculative 

feminism, science fact, so far” (Haraway 2016, 2). According to Haraway, “SF is practice 

and process; [...] it is a figure for ongoingness” 11 (3), echoing the aforementioned sentiment 

of staying with in staying with the trouble. Another such example is her use of “re-member” 

and “com-memorate”, which she uses in the meaning to integrate someone back to a 

grouping and honor together with (them); “[It] is actively to reprise, revive, retake, 

recuperate” (25).  

The ambition in these reflect the modest forms of recuperation that Haraway suggests; 

they are not top-down alterations of world understanding, but small changes made inbetween 

individual agents in small d discourse that nevertheless have the potential to change the big D 

discourse. A third term she uses is compostist, which contains the implications of being 

together (com) after (post), “not “posthuman” but “com-post”” (11). This term can further 

 
11 Haraway suggest the Chthulucene, “a kind of timeplace for learning to stay with the trouble of living and 
dying” (2016, 2), as an alternative to the Anthropocene and its converging timescape she names the 
Capitalocene. The name invokes a tentacular—interrelated—kind of being without being a direct reference to 
the Lovecraftian monster figure.  
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decenter the human, which after all is the referent in the ‘posthuman’ term. Being com-post-

ist is also of course a pun on compost, bringing to the foreground the materiality of humanity 

while focusing on processes of becoming with as a move to decenter the human in 

posthuman. Compost in and of itself is very fertile grounds, literally, as all manners of critters 

and creatures get nourishment from it. It is also a powerful metaphor for growth, although not 

in the always exponential growth of capitalism but growth as the dependency among and 

between things. The nourishment of that which is coming grows directly out of what has 

been, and so in a way they both become together with each other. This nourishment is 

figurative and literal, 

 

Because of course the body does not just ‘end’--it decays or decomposes, its matter 

losing its prior organisational form and taking on or being incorporated into new 

forms in a sharing of substance/life force (Plumwood 2012, 95) 

 

To be com-post is to accept our ongoingness, our relative mortality by recognizing that it 

matters (literally) to others. We nourish the futures we want by work of the past; the ways we 

understand something today shapes how we will act tomorrow.  

Haraway uses compostist in a science/speculative fiction way to highlight how one 

might imagine a future that embraces the materiality of death (Haraway 2016, 157). One of 

the material implications in the idea of ‘compostism’ is the interrelatedness of those in the 

world by their materiality, which I call carbon cyclicality. Carbon cyclicality brings the 

interdependency of humans and non-humans to the forefront. However, this is not the only 

way different species can be interrelated; Haraway highlights how technology makes what 

she calls multispecies possible (10, 283). I would point out that humans already are 

multispecies organically, as Plumwood has asserted, but the multispecies Haraway advocates 

for works at the level where we are confronted with our ‘meatiness’, the observable 

connections we have to others. Haraway’s interest is also in how the cultural impinges on the 

natural. She refers to examples of scientific practices that implicate human lives in the lives 

of animals, such as that of carrier pigeons, through the use of technologies. The border 

between the human and nature is thus also shorn by the ways technologies advance and 

changes the limits of what is artificial, cultural and natural.  

My interest here differs from Haraway in that I am interested in how multispecies 

thinking makes thinking the self and, by extension, death possible, but I still think using the 

term can be productive as transhumanism and death positivity revolve around new ways to 
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approach death through technological advances. As for carbon cyclicality, the term helps in 

pointing out for example that humans already are multispecies. We contain miniscule 

organisms—bacteria, fungi, archea—that allow humans to function in a myriad of ways, from 

digestion to skin health to vaginal health. As Haraway uses it, multispecies implicates 

humans in animals lives and vice versa, but there is still a level of separation there due to 

Haraway’s focus on practices of being and doing together, making the human and non-human 

distinct agents in relation (although her SF examples blur this distinction significantly). This 

kind of thinking bypasses the problems of all-encompassing or obliterated subjectivities that 

Plumwood pointed out were continuances of anthropocentrism. These expositional capacities 

are Haraway’s most exciting potential for my investigation of transhumanism and death 

positivity.  

 One of the goals of this thesis is to present death positivity as a way of thinking 

alternatively about what a ‘good future’ of death might be, which I am arguing is 

conventionally conceived of as partially in line with underlying transhumanist ideals as they 

rest upon anthropocentric assumptions of the human and death. I will later try to examine and 

demonstrate some of the problems in transhumanist ideas that might entrench oppression and 

suffering rather than liberate it. I take the idea of the future as one of these cruxes to my 

argument because that is one of the sources to anxiety of death. We have individual fates that 

are intermingled with the fates of society, and even conceived of as parallel concurrences in 

the body politic sense (Haraway 1991, 7-8). The concept of death, stoppage, entropy, works 

on all levels of society and beyond, from the individual to the national to the global and even 

universal. Death might actually be the one universal thing all manners of matter has in 

common. To help me do this kind of thinking, Haraway’s organic-technological speculative 

thinking is an illuminating tool. Her philosophical underpinnings obligate us 

 

[…] to speak from situated worlds, but we no longer need to start from a humanist 

patriline and its breath-taking erasures and high-wire acts. [...] [We need to attend to 

practices of] what I call “ongoingness”: that is, nurturing, or inventing, or discovering, 

or somehow cobbling together ways for living and dying well with each other in the 

tissues of an earth whose very habitability is threatened. (2016, 132)  

 

In other words, the world as a ‘living organism’—or maybe more correctly a web of organic 

matter—and by extension humanity, is literally threatened by the consequences of the 

philosophical underpinnings of anthropocentrism. The continued consumption of natural 
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resources, justified in the prioritization of a particular type of universal self, at the expense of 

human and non-human others, give rise to mass death only the very few that fit the criteria 

for universal humanity can avoid. Being situated, aware of one’s particularity, does not 

necessitate taking the kind of subjectivity that is based in this atomized anthropocentrism, 

according to Haraway. This is in line with what Plumwood suggests, too. We need alternative 

ways of understanding ourselves in the world, and we need alternative practices of death in 

life to avoid the death of life. Death positivity offers one such possibility. 

A problem Haraway points to is the idea that discussing human population 

acceleration “would be to slide once again into the muck of racism, classism, nationalism, 

modernism, and imperialism” (2012, 6). One does well to be careful of how these themes 

crop up in discussions of precarity and apocalypse, because it is possible to make links 

between already occurring environmental disasters and human displacement that stoke racist 

and nationalist sentiment. However, it is also possible, and furthermore necessary, according 

to Haraway, to have these discussions and maintain one eye on dehumanization and the other 

on anthropocentric aggrandizement at the same time. Taking into account the very real 

problems of environmental collapse in the Anthropocene does not necessitate a reductive 

attitude to particular human lives; rather, approaching the Anthropocene as a result of 

anthropo- and androcentrism enables us to imagine resistance from multitudinous particulars. 

“How to address the urgency is the question that must burn for staying with the trouble” 

(2016, 6) says Haraway, and I quite agree. Feminist posthumanist frameworks enable talking 

about death without re-iterating it as an evil to defeat, as transhumanism does, whereas death 

positivity emerges as a way of practicing staying with the trouble. 

 

2.4 Summary Remarks 

In this chapter, I provide some background for how death can be understood as a discourse, 

or discursively constructed phenomenon. This happens through the relationships between the 

material and social dimensions of death, where dismantling these gives us different histories 

of death and Western/Global North deathways. Ariès suggests that the specialization and 

medicalization of death has made death invisible to the public. Laqueur suggests that the 

material dead and our relationships to them shape our social worlds, and demarcate 

dimensions such as time. Becker suggests that the denial of death is a prerequisite of human 

self-constitution as meaningful. Ariès and Becker are particularly implicated in death 

positivity, and therefore gives a background for the movement’s understanding of death.  
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I also indicate some central tensions in understanding how we might be able to talk 

about death as a gendered phenomenon. These are mainly conceived of as dualisms, such as 

death/life, mind/body, self/other, nature/human, and man/woman. This is based in the 

understandings of discourse I describe in chapter 1, which take socially constructed realities 

as made in relationships between signs, symbols we imbue with meaning. The ways we 

construct social realities is through negotiations of meaning hefted onto certain concepts that 

are more or less arbitrarily related to their material counterparts. As has partially been 

discussed in some of the tensions above, these material existences do matter for 

understanding phenomena—such as for constructions of the Other based in difference, or 

how death is—even if our grasp of them is linguistic first and foremost. To this end, I employ 

feminist posthumanist thought—such as Haraway’s prompt to stay with the trouble—a 

tradition which surpasses these essential dualisms to challenge “a categorical distinction 

between the given (nature) and the constructed (culture)” (Braidotti 2013, 2). These dualisms 

are of course useful to indicate the discursive understandings of the phenomena, but feminist 

posthumanism tries to explore “alternatives, without sinking into the rhetoric of the crisis of 

Man. It works instead towards elaborating alternative ways of conceptualizing the human 

subject” (Braidotti 2013, 37). In the following chapters, using the theoretical concepts I have 

discussed in this chapter, I explain why I think that transhumanism is a problematic 

continuation of anthropocentrism, and how death positivity can be seen as a feminist and 

potentially posthumanist practice, a practice that attempts to stay with the trouble.  
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3  Visions of the future: transhumanism 
 

Visions of the future are often bereft of death. To imagine oneself as moving forward is 

fundamentally an optimistic move, a promise of something new. Death is thought of as the 

opposite of this, as stagnation, shutdown, removal. When we are looking to the future, 

therefore, there is no room for interrupting closure, of curtailing possibilities, as death does. 

Death is a wrench in the utopian dimensions of potential in the future, and as such cannot 

play a part in it—at least not to transhumanists.  

  In this chapter, I will describe some aspects of transhumanism that I see as relevant 

for my discussion of death as a gendered phenomenon. My material constitutes The 

Transhumanist Reader (2013) (from here on also referred to as The Reader), which consists 

of 42 entries and is edited by transhumanists Max More and Natasha Vita-More. The reader 

is edited by and consists of texts by the most notable transhumanist scholars and thinkers, 

such as Randal Koene, Aubrey de Grey and Ray Kurzweil, among others. Most of its 

contributors have male-sounding names. One of the editors and contributors is Max More, 

who has a background of teaching philosophy at the University of Southern California, and is 

currently the CEO and President of the Alcor Life Extension Foundation, a cryonics 

organization based in the United States. He also co-founded the Extropy Institute, a now 

defunct non-profit that was, according to More, “the first fully, explicitly, and exclusively 

transhumanist organization” (More 2013b, 12).  

The other editor of The Reader is Natasha Vita-More. She has been president of the 

Extropy Institute (Vita-More 2018), as well as having been heavily involved in the role of 

arts in the transhumanist movement. She is currently Executive Director of Humanity+, “an 

international nonprofit membership organization which advocates the ethical use of 

technology to expand human capacities” (Humanity Plus 2018). Vita-More and More are also 

spouses. They are central figures in transhumanism, and their edited The Transhumanist 

Reader is therefore an important resource for insight into the ideas that shape the movement.  

I will also be using a Mark O’Connell’s To Be a Machine (2017), a travelogue-

documentation book about the transhumanist movement in the United States. While this book 

is not written by a transhumanist, it still seeks to cover transhumanist activity and practice. 

As I have discussed previously, death positivity and transhumanism are interesting not just 

for the ideas they espouse, but also for their practices of being human and how death inform 

these. The Reader also defines the transhumanist movement within the regular constraints of 
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academic discourse, whereas the death positive movement does not have a similar collection.  

I use O’Connell to supply a perspective on practices as well as text, and to balance the 

discussion of transhumanism with death positivity later by representing the operationalization 

of their ideas.  

I recognize that the body of work that transhumanism comprises of is varied and 

addresses a wide range of issues, not all of which I can cover here. I attempt to focus on the 

role of death in the movement, explicit and implicit, to uncover some underlying and unstated 

implications of transhumanist thought. I demonstrate the ways transhumanism uses and 

understands concepts such as the body, the self, and death, to tease out some ways in which 

we can say that their understanding of death is gendered. I do this to enable a comparison 

with death positivity in chapter 5, because the two movements are concerned with many of 

the same problems—particularly how to reduce harm in meeting with death—although they 

conclude very differently about the role death should play in human life.  

 

3.1 Transhumanist thought in context 

The transhumanism concept as it appears in The Reader has an explicit history from the 

1990s, stemming from Max More’s essay “Transhumanism: Towards a Futurist Philosophy” 

(More 2013b, 9). More argues in the text “The Philosophy of Transhumanism” from The 

Reader that there are definite strands of thought throughout Western philosophy concerned 

with similar themes as transhumanist thought, although these should not be understood as 

transhumanism proper—citing the example of the search for the Philosopher’s stone for its 

immortality properties. More using the idea of alchemical immortality as an antecedent to 

transhumanism already in the introduction to the term points to a chief concern of 

transhumanism, which we could call the problem of death. Transhumanism is to a large 

degree centered around problems that implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, arise from death 

and mortality via understandings of nature and the body. Quite frequently, death itself is 

imagined as a problem to the progression transhumanism seeks, or even the problem to solve 

in the process towards the future.  

Transhumanism, sometimes referred to as humanity plus or h+, is a loose collection of 

ideas centered around the betterment of the human condition in a variety of ways, mostly 

through the use of technology. There are some basic core concepts, but otherwise the body of 

work that comprises transhumanism is spread wide across different topics. Those who tinker 

with transhumanism have different ideas about what could be “bettering” humanity and the 
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particular challenges that arise within from these ideas. Max More says about this facet of 

transhumanism that 

 

No specific predictions [...] are essential to transhumanism. Transhumanism is defined 

by its commitment to shaping fundamentally better futures as defined by values, goals 

and general direction, not specific goals. (More 2013b, 15) 

 

In fact, the whole introductory chapter to The Transhumanist Reader is dedicated to More’s 

attempts at clarifying the central ideas of transhumanism. Rather than a particular philosophy 

in and of itself, transhumanism is a set of philosophical explorations that are united around 

the common perception that the human condition can be improved through means of 

technology, where technology is both mechanical inventions and more broadly “means of 

effecting changes to the human condition” (4). Some specific examples of the more radical 

technologies are cryogenics (the freezing of bodies for later reanimation); mind uploading; 

human-serving artificial intelligences and physical robots; body enhancements that allow you 

to manipulate your surroundings more easily (for example microchips that open locks), read 

your biometric values such as heart-rate and temperature, or even give you new senses, such 

as magnetism; medico-biological technologies that slow down aging; and so forth. 

Transhumanist interests encompass technologies that already exist today, technologies that 

are underway and partially developed, and technologies that are mere speculation per now. 

Underlying this is a wish for “the ethical use of technology [...] to expand human capacities. 

In other words, we want people to be better than well. This is the goal of transhumanism” 

(Humanity Plus 2018). Transhumanism is thus a project of human improvement, both for 

individuals and for the concept of ‘human’ as such, into the future. 

 

3.2 Who is it for? The human subject in transhumanism 
As mentioned in chapter 1, transhumanism can be broken down into “trans-humanism” and 

“transhuman-ism” (More 2013b, 4). Despite the fact that More declaims any particular goal 

to transhuman endeavors, the movement seen as a whole still has a number of central ideas 

about what the human should be and what needs to be done to make it so, which delineates it 

as an ‘-ism’. I will look at the specifics of these further below, but I first want to consider the 

movement’s roots in humanism as this informs the transhumanist ‘-ism’. Ramazanoğlu and 

Holland (2002) define central aspects of modern humanism (with the caveat that these are 
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neither exhaustive nor always present) thus: its human subject is rational; rationality has 

universal validity; there is a universal humanity that these subjects have in common; subjects 

have agency; thus subjects have emancipating power and the ability to generate progress (34). 

Braidotti says that the human subject in humanism is originates from an 

 

unshakable certainty [in] the almost boundless capacity […] to pursue their individual 

and collective perfectibility […] that combines the biological, discursive and moral 

expansion of human capabilities. (2013, 15) 

 

This humanist subject is inherited from the Enlightenment (Ramazanoğlu and Holland 2002; 

Braidotti 2013). Humanism takes the figure of the human as a unit unto itself, driven by and 

justified by its own existence. Humanism, as the name would imply, is anthropocentric: the 

human is the primary, if not the only, subjectivity, which justifies its position above others 

and exploration (sometimes exploitation) of these in the name of rational progress. More 

attributes transhumanist preoccupation with improvement of the human to its humanist roots, 

“[based in] reason, technology, scientific method, and human creativity rather than faith” 

(More 2013b, 4), echoing the characteristics Ramazanoğlu and Holland outline, while 

striving to take the human subject beyond the base of humanism.  

According to More, transhumanism is “practically/dynamically optimist” (More 

2013b, 10), which means that progress is desirable and possible, but it is not necessarily 

inevitable. Progress has to happen through choice and must be willed, by the creation of 

technologies, yet it is still a central requirement of transhumanism that its ideas have a notion 

of progress and direction. This forms a basis for the technologies transhumanism seek to 

develop; they are part of a future-oriented vision, most transhumanist technologies are rooted 

in what might and should be in the future, giving a normative directionality to its underlying 

ideological components. The future becomes an intangible surface that the movement 

projects its ideological goals onto/into. Transhumanist ideas of ‘the future’ are often 

concurrent with general visions of a conceptual future, both because they are influenced by 

historical and fictional visions of the future (i.e. sci-fi), but also because it is an essentially 

progression trajectory-based set of ideas. Transhumanism is a forward-moving movement, 

looking, sequentially, to a point in the future, through conceivable technologies today for 

what technologies might be possible tomorrow. 
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3.3 The “Transhumanist Declaration (2012)” 
The transhumanist movement is, as previously mentioned, a somewhat nebulous group to 

describe, and therefore to operate with. Nevertheless, it does take certain ideas as the basis for 

attempting to enact change; there are certain ideas and ideals that drive the movement, that 

constitute what the movement is. I take the “Transhumanist Declaration (2012)” (Various 

2013) as one of the central nodes of information about transhumanism, as a declaration is a 

very intentional way of expressing goals and views as discussed in chapter 1.  

The “Transhumanist Declaration (2012)” (from now on also referred to as The 

Declaration) is a document originally drafted by “an international group of authors” in 1998 

(More 2013b, 12). It is signed by 23 people—including prominent transhumanists Max More, 

Nick Bostrom (founder of the Future of Humanity Institute) and T.O. Morrow—and “has 

been modified over the years by several organizations and individuals” (Various 2013, 55). It 

contains eight quite dense tenets, of which the first declares: 

 

1. Humanity stands to be profoundly affected by science and technology in the future. 

We envision the possibility of broadening human potential by overcoming aging, 

cognitive shortcomings, involuntary suffering, and our confinement to planet Earth. 

 

Mentioning quite a broad span of topics, this tenet shines a light on some of the most central 

ideas in transhumanism: the future as a promise of technological advancement to advantage 

the human by relieving it of its irrationality, the foibles of the body, and its global 

situatedness. This tenet echoes the humanist values of the rational subject, and the agency this 

lends to the individual in creating worlds—literally, in this case, as the expansion of the 

human sphere into space! Space colonization is one of the imaginaries of the future that 

transhumanism shares with the public. The private company SpaceX is working on a private 

passenger lunar mission in 2023, and with the goal of having the first non-human cargo 

mission in flight to Mars by 2022. By its own admission, “[t]he company was founded in 

2002 to revolutionize space technology, with the ultimate goal of enabling people to live on 

other planets” (SpaceX 2019). The launch of the Falcon Heavy Rocket in February 2018, 

which also included a Tesla car being launched from the rocket in orbit around the sun, was 

watched by 2.3 million people simultaneously at its livestream peak (Knapp 2018). 

It is telling that aging, suffering, mental decline and locality are things to be “overcome”, 

and that the human is “confined” unless technologies are employed to free it from these 
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inborn boundaries of life. Especially interesting to this thesis is the formulation of 

“overcoming aging”, inferring here both the physical and mental decay that is programmed 

into human genetics, and the actual process towards death as a permanent state (More 2013a, 

449). Aging is undesirable because it is a step towards the decline of rational faculties and 

control over the body, and as a step towards death, the final snuffing out of human potential.    

Notable transhumanist Aubrey de Grey even calls the transhumanist mission “the crusade 

to defeat aging” (2013, 215). According to de Grey “death is, quite simply, repugnant, 

however much the slowness of most people’s physical and cognitive decline may allow us to 

come to terms with it in advance” (217). The less value-laden “overcoming” is used in the 

declaration, whereas de Grey uses terms like “defeating” and the aforementioned “crusade” 

which strongly imparts a sense of actively engaging in a combative scenario with natural 

aging (not to say that ‘natural’ in and of itself is an unproblematic term, as discussed in 

chapter 2). According to these two transhumanist documents, then, the relationship to death 

spans from seeing it as an unfortunate happenstance that can and should be overcome, to a 

morally inexcusable event that must be challenged and conquered. This is reminiscent of 

language that is used in disease discourses in which people are warriors fighting a war on X 

disease, perhaps most notably when it comes to cancer (Hendricks et. al. 2018). According to 

a study of cancer metaphors, the two most prominent illness narratives in cancer discourses 

are battle metaphors, followed by journey metaphors (Hendricks et. al. 2018, 269), which 

implies something about the ways in which ill health, the foremost example of which is 

death, is discursively constructed. Many studies underline the prevalence of these kinds of 

sentiments that both body and its meaning is made in metaphors of ‘heroism’ that arise from 

‘fighting’ disease and by extension the dead body (Kellehear 2009, 12, 18). More than that, 

these discursively connect moral attitudes to illness and the diseased body, implicating the 

judgement of the disease with the judgement of those with the disease (Strange 2009, 125). It 

also implicates the human as a heroic figure. The unwell body, and the dead body by 

extension, is a battleground, an arena on which one fights for definitional and moral power, 

where the human seeks to triumph.  

 

2. We believe that humanity’s potential is still mostly unrealized. There are possible 

scenarios that lead to wonderful and exceedingly worthwhile enhanced human 

conditions. 
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This tenet asserts that the human as is does not fulfill the ideals transhumanism sets out to 

achieve. Max More emphasizes the importance of the Enlightenment and the scientific 

method as necessary groundwork for transhumanist ideas, by way of empiricism, rationality, 

evolutionary theory, and science fiction narratives that partially predicted and perhaps 

enabled novel ideas in human development research (More 2013b, 9-11). This further 

anchors transhumanism in its humanist background.  

Whereas the previous tenet takes specific areas of human life where potential may be 

fulfilled in a number of ways, this is more of a blanket statement; it is quite vague in what the 

wonderful and worthwhile of the improved human entails, except that these are possibilities 

that will fully enable human enterprise. This is a utopian impulse, an inclination towards an 

ideal state of being, which due to transhumanism’s variable ways of viewing progress might 

be problematic to pin down in a generalist declaration. Still, the base premise is reminiscent 

of Ernest Becker’s theory that people are compelled to understand their position in the world 

as infinitely expanding meaning-making. More even claims that transhumanism is 

“extropian” rather than utopian, in his words denoting “ever-receding stretch goals for 

society” (6), which functions as the infinitely symbolic expansion of the heroic subject. There 

is always a better existence through the means of technology, there is always more meaning 

in the direction of the future. In this tenet, individuality is within finitude (Becker 1973, 26) 

because technology has not come far enough to shake it from its natural origins, from its 

associations with death.  

For many reasons, transhumanism is not uncontroversial. One criticism is that the 

technology optimism found in transhumanist ideals is just that, optimism. Several of the 

central ideas in transhumanist future visions are based on what will be possible to do given 

the right trajectory of research, not what is feasible to do today or tomorrow or even, 

possibly, in a decade. O’Connell notes a quote from a McGill University Canada Research 

Chair12 in neurobiology who dismisses the potential of meeting the needed level of 

reanimation technology as advocated by transhumanists, and “that ‘those who profit from this 

hope deserve our anger and contempt’” (O’Connell 2017, 25). Max More admits that there 

are no givens with the trajectory of the technology, but that not giving it a shot is capitulation 

to “‘deathist’ ideology” (37). This proclamation expresses very clearly that transhumanism 

 
12 A Canadian type of research professorship funded by the Canadian government, http://www.chairs-
chaires.gc.ca/home-accueil-eng.aspx  
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perceives of itself as a counter-discourse to a main discourse that accepts the presence of 

death, an unacceptable premise.    

 

3. We recognize that humanity faces serious risks, especially from the misuse of new 

technologies. There are possible realistic scenarios that lead to the loss of most, or 

even all, of what we hold valuable. Some of these scenarios are drastic, others are 

subtle. Although all progress is change, not all change is progress.  

 

This tenet reverses the utopian inclinations of the previous in favor of a hint of dystopianism. 

It additionally establishes transhumanism as a willed direction, not inevitably brought about 

to its ideal form. As with the previous tenet, this makes rather vague claims to what risks 

might entail, and what the losses at the defeat of these risks yields. However, with the 

specific focus on misuse of new technologies, alongside other texts that cover this problem in 

transhumanism, we can see an inclination of what these problems might be.  

One of the more commonly talked about concerns is “risks that AI or runaway self-

replication or other technologies might lead to the extinction of the human race” (More 

2013b, 14). People such as Elon Musk of SpaceX, co-founder of PayPal Peter Thiel and even 

Bill Gates have expressed sentiments along these lines (O’Connell 2017, 78). Nick Bostrom, 

a prominent ‘countertranshumanist’—whose worry about the progress of technology is 

dystopically inclined—criticizes the transhumanist movement for its techno-optimism and 

lack of foresight when it comes to the existential risk super-intelligences might pose 

(O’Connell 2017, 81; Future of Humanity Institute 2019b). This is an interesting proposition, 

often based in an understanding that a potentially more ‘intelligent’ form would seek to 

obliterate other lesser forms in the quest for self-expansion. It assumes a colonizing drive in 

these created intelligences, fueled by the same type of necropolitical judgements that give rise 

to inequality between humans and non-human selves and others today. Furthermore, it 

establishes a sense of hierarchy between intelligences, where the most extensive will 

necessarily wield power to subject or obliterate its others. The other in this scenario is 

‘humanity’ in its totality, implying a reversal of the human in the center, of the 

anthropocentric subject. The rational constitutes the human, but the hyperrational poses a 

threat to it. That the displacement of the rational human by a hyperrational intelligence is 

imagined as a worst scenario outcome hints at the centrality of the human in transhumanism. 

It is not the rational per se that is valuable, but the rational human. The existential threat of 
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death in the progress towards the future drives a struggle for power between the objects 

(A.I.s, robots, cyborgs) of transhumanism and the subjects (humans) of transhumanism.      

Another example of the centrality of the drive to control and colonize is how space 

travel figures in transhumanism; this imaginary is shared with the public, too, from interest in 

actual astrophysical science through science fiction narratives, and desiring the possibility of 

leaving Earth is hardly exclusive to transhumanists. The core idea here is colonization, both 

in the form of human beings moving to Mars as SpaceX attempts to achieve, but also the 

incorporation of the larger universe into a system of intelligence. The latter is called “the 

Omega point”, “a projection whereby intelligent life takes over all matter in the universe, 

leading to a cosmological singularity [...]” (O’Connell 2017, 19). Rather than a physical 

colonization, this assumes all existing matter as information that can be subsumed into one 

large system. It presumes that all difference is eradicable, or at least that otherness can be 

nullified by a principal and absolute force. The dystopian impulse in this tenet further 

entrenches, read together with other transhumanist texts, the absolute centrality of the human 

at the expense of other existences.  

 

4. Research effort needs to be invested into understanding these prospects. We need to 

carefully deliberate how best to reduce risks and expedite beneficial applications. We 

also need forums where people can constructively discuss what could be done and a 

social order where responsible decisions can be implemented. 

 

This tenet reveals several things about transhumanist endeavors: the potential utopian and 

dystopian futures that can arise as consequences of changing technologies are not given; 

social change is enacted through interaction between individuals, on the little d discursive 

level, as well as through cultural meaning-making activity, which constitutes the big D 

discourse. This tenet seems to take the interpersonal level as the where the ideas emanate 

from, where solutions to the problems of transhumanism are made, and social systems as an 

enforcer of these. In what ways these are enforced or implemented is not said, but Max More 

states that “the principle of open society” which means an expansive, questioning and free 

society that opposes “authoritarian social control and unnecessary hierarchy” (More 2013b, 

5), is compatible with most iterations of transhumanism.  

 

5. Reduction of risks of human extinction, and development of means for the 

preservation of life and health, the alleviation of grave suffering and the improvement 
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of human foresight and wisdom, be pursued as urgent priorities and generously 

funded.  

 

Yet another densely packed statement, this tenet re-establishes some of the concerns 

discussed under tenet 3. Human extinction is further problematized in relation to illness, harm 

and the rational human mind, but the tenet again is so general as to remain quite slippery in 

what the contents of these actually are. Some things we can glean from it, however: human 

extinction in itself would be bad, as would suffering, denying the possibility of human 

efforts, and death.  

Another text that can shine some light on these concepts is Max More’s “A Letter to 

Mother Nature” from The Reader in which he pens a letter of thanks and as well as offering 

critique to the personified title, Mother Nature, which concludes with 7 declared amendments 

“to the human constitution” (2013a, 450). These amendments are similar to the tenets offered 

in The Declaration in general, covering aging and death, technological enhancement of 

humans, and the development of “refined emotions” and “a “metabrain”” to remove “barriers 

to rational self-correction” (450). The rational described in the letter to Mother Nature is the 

human foresight and wisdom of this tenet, establishing transhumanism as in line with 

anthropocentric moves that center a universalized human. This understanding of the rational 

as a primary valuable characteristic is a gendered move; as discussed in chapter 2, the 

feminine is connected to the bodily, which represents the natural, which is at its base 

irrational and unthinking. Plumwood positions the lionization of the rational as a causal factor 

of the devaluation of the female and nature (1991). That is without commenting on the 

explicit gendering of nature that More does in the text itself, using a metaphor of the maternal 

and feminine as imperfect and opposed to complete freedom through rational choice. I would 

be remiss to not point out the similarities to understandings of self-constitution in 

psychoanalysis to this general approach to the natural as feminine and the symbolic as based 

on masculine meaning-making activity—More even states that it is time to move on from the 

feminine Mother Earth as humans “have reached our childhood’s end” (41). The 

transhumanist movement embodies psychoanalytical theory that states that the move from 

childhood to adulthood, enabled by meaningful activity (or progress), is what makes selves.  

Moreover, in the letter More uses normative limits to classify death as undesirable, 

saying that “[w]e will no longer tolerate the tyranny of aging and death. [...] We will each 

decide for ourselves how long we shall live” (2013a, 450). Notwithstanding how More plans 

to do away with accidental deaths, this shows how central the idea of defeating death is to 
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transhumanist thought—death is irreconcilable with transhumanist ideals of life-extension 

and the erasure of suffering. In transhumanism, death is rejected, or abjected per Kristeva—

they refuse death as a defining point of being human, yet it crops up again and again as it 

continually threatens to destabilize the humanity they wish to achieve.  

 

6. Policy making ought to be guided by responsible and inclusive moral vision, taking 

seriously both opportunities and risks, respecting autonomy and individual rights, and 

showing solidarity with and concern for the interests and dignity of all people around 

the globe. We must also consider our moral responsibilities towards generations that 

will exist in the future.  

 

In many ways the most explicitly political tenet, here the transhumanist movement signals an 

awareness of diversity and difference, albeit in a very unspecified way. The individual forms 

the basis for the subject again—reflecting the liberal, humanist roots of transhumanism—but 

it is acknowledged that this subject may be spatially, geographically and temporally varied, at 

least. This does not mean that this is a good platform for working with difference, however, 

as the opaque description of these possible variations still can contribute to the flattening of 

embodied difference. How does concern for the interests of people around the globe gel with 

Max More’s statement that not trying to achieve transhumanist views of progress is 

capitulation to “”deathist” ideology” (O’Connell 2017, 37), for example? The definitions of 

‘interest’, ‘dignity’ and ‘moral responsibilities’ do not seem to derive from opinions that are 

at odds with transhumanist goals, but rather as the values that define the transhumanist 

movement.  

 

7. We advocate the well-being of all sentience, including humans, non-human animals, 

and any future artificial intellects, modified life forms, or other intelligences to which 

technological and scientific advance may give rise.  

 

This tenet exposes tensions between what transhumanism take to be central in the valuation 

of human selves—capability for rationality and thus meaning-making—and how it also 

justifies that ‘others’ are valuable, by their capacity to experience and be self-aware, which 

defines sentience. The hyperrational, as discussed above, can pose a dystopian threat to the 

human and the valuation of selves is therefore here premised on sentience rather than the 

rational. The mention of modified life forms gives a nod to embodiment as a possible seat of 
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a self, despite a lack of interest for particular embodiment as seats for particular selves. 

Rather, Max More asserts that “with few exceptions, transhumanists describe themselves as 

materialists, physicalists, or functionalists” that take selves as due to physical processes, 

inputs and outputs (More 2013b, 7). This is one of the things that enables theories of mind-

uploading, for example; the basis of self is not in the particular substrate one exists in, but the 

functions of that substrate. A self in transhumanism is disembodied because the self is merely 

mechanically implicated and uninteresting to how that self exists. This creates somewhat of a 

paradox, because the physical is essential in its functions to make a self, but because they are 

only functions of the physical they also do not matter.  

The idea of a displaceable self is curiously posthuman at the face of it—following 

Braidotti, Plumwood and Haraway in seemingly decentering the anthropocentric—and in the 

case of selfhood transhumanism seems less inspired by the human as the only type of 

valuable self here. More states that the Cartesian model of “the mind or self as a unitary, 

indivisible, and transparent entity is entirely unsupportable” (7) and further that the digital 

spheres of the modern age make arguing for a diversified self possible. He additionally 

observes that this is a function of temporality, which troubles understandings of stable selves. 

More expresses that transhumanism values subjectivities  

 

on the qualities of each being. Creatures with similar levels of sapience, sentience, 

and personhood are accorded similar status no matter whether they are humans, 

animals, cyborgs, machine intelligences, or aliens. (2013b, 13) 

  

This again roots back into these individual selves as valuable units per se, and More admits to 

a hierarchy that organizes these sentiences by their ‘status’. It explicitly takes a hierarchical 

understanding of subjectivity, where the more complex sentiences assumingly fulfill 

transhumanism’s goal of expanded rationality and distance from nature. More says that 

transhumanists “seek to exceed the perceptual abilities of any other creature” (2013a, 450), 

and thus are not interested in tearing down the divide between nature and human 

creatureliness as much as it is to run away from it. It is a re-ordering of selves on the basis of 

the mental capacities of that self, despite the tenet’s move to recognize other types of being. 

From this, we can also gather that transhumanism defines the posthuman differently 

from feminist posthumanism. Whereas the latter is concerned with decentering the human as 

primarily valuable, the posthuman in transhumanism is  
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Persons of unprecendented physical, intellectual, and psychological capacity, self-

programming, self-constituting, potentially immortal, unlimited individuals. (Max 

More cited in Broderick 2013, 430) 

 

There is no grounding impetus here, no move to see oneself as contingent with others. It is 

indeed the entirely opposite, where being posthuman resembles the anthropocentric subject as 

Braidotti defines it (2013, 50-51). There is also some similarity to the description of the 

infinite meaning-making potential that Becker talks of as subject-constituting in the heroic, 

narcissistic self. To be ‘unlimited’ is not defined here, but the overarching and colonizing 

drive in humans are parts of what make anthropocentrism so damaging in the Anthropocene. 

This perception of the ideal human, then, gels badly with the goal of valuing the well-being 

of others.  

 

8. We favor morphological freedom - the right to modify and enhance one’s body, 

cognition, and emotions. This freedom includes the right to use or not to use 

techniques and technologies to extend life, preserve the self through cryonics, 

uploading, and other means, and to choose further modifications and enhancements.  

 

In “The Philosophy of Transhumanism”, Max More states that “[b]ecoming posthuman 

means exceeding the limitations that define the less desirable aspects of the ‘human 

condition’” (2013b, 4). Compare this with the posthumanism of Haraway, who states that 

“[w]e can learn to look for comfort and continuity, meaning and hope in the context of the 

earth community, and work in this key place to displace the hierarchical and exceptionalist 

cultural framework that so often defeats our efforts to adapt to the planet” (2016, 92). Where 

transhumanism takes the posthuman as a subject that exceeds and transcends beyond what the 

human is from nature, the feminist posthumanism Haraway employs takes the human as too 

excessive and not grounded enough in nature. The posthuman in transhumanism is a figure of 

an ideal human-hybrid, whereas the posthuman in feminist posthumanism is an impetus for 

becoming with, com-post, as Haraway says.  

 The idea of morphological freedom in this tenet does contain some potential for 

feminist justice, especially from a queer theory standpoint. Being able to choose one’s own 

form is possibly anti-essentialist, insofar as it pertains to the changability of material 

phenomena—facticities—that mark difference. Here it is pertinent to ask what motivates 

transhumanists in the search for morphological freedom. Morphological freedom here is 
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coupled with rational control over the body and its functions, marking them as undesirable. 

Morphological freedom therefore does not appear to have as its goal to affirm the material 

and embodied, but rather to subvert these and mark them as negligible. Especially the focus 

on preservation through cryonics and mind-uploading shows that it is at least partially 

influenced by a wish to outpace the body and its mortality.  

With references to human-technological improvement and the rejection of Gaia in 

More’s “A Letter to Mother Nature”, we may also read into this tenet a wish for separation 

from the organic nature of humans. Transhumanist groups such as Grindhouse Wetware, an 

American group of “biohackers, or ‘practical transhumanists’” (O’Connell 2017, 135) whose 

application of self-augmentation towards non-organic being through subdermal digital 

implants is one example of activity towards that goal. Another idea that reflects this tendency 

is the idea of morphological freedom, or the idea of substrate independence as discussed in 

the previous tenet, which involves the idea that a mind might be emulated or even uploaded 

digitally on platforms that are not the human brain (50). Mind-uploading is a literal 

development of human intellect, individually or collectively, irrespective of the human body 

(46). The goal with substrate independence is to make the intellect that is transferred per se 

more capable, faster, better, at its computations. This self-augmentation bolsters a specific 

human self in the process of understanding and perceiving more of the world, and one of 

O’Connells informants even says that he wants to “consume the entire universe. [...] that all 

of existence, all of space and time, was consubstantial [with him]” (2017, 155). The 

confinement to Earth/Gaia is not only a geographically and spatially localized confinement, 

but also a bodily, physical confinement within an Earth network of carbon-based cyclicality, 

which transhumanists wish to exceed.  

This tenet is also centered on the role death plays in having a body, albeit this is 

framed in the positive with death as an implicit counterpart. Matter in the form of the body is 

only important in transhumanist conceptions of the self insofar as it constitutes a basis upon 

the self to exist. The continual drive to push further into the symbolic where self-constituting 

meaningful activity happens, to reject one’s association to nature and therefore also death, 

amalgamates from thinking transhumanism with Becker. This gives way to Plumwood’s 

“thesis of finality” (2012, 95) which is an understanding of death as a stoppage of conscious, 

meaning-making activity. According to Plumwood, “[t]he thesis of finality shows clearly 

how […] the conception of matter [is seen] as a reduced sphere inessential to the self and 

completely ‘left behind’ in the ending that death is supposed to represent” (95). More echoes 

this way of viewing death in saying that what makes death “extremely undesirable is not that 
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it is a bad condition to be in, it is that it means the end of our ability to experience, to create, 

to explore, to improve, to live” (More 2013b, 15). Human conscious experience is at the 

center of ‘the good’ in transhumanism, and belaying it is an evil—therefore death is an evil. 

The body becomes the seat of death by this process; Kristeva and Becker tells us that we 

cannot face up to death as a natural phenomenon in our self-constitutive processes, and so 

transhumanism does exactly this by rejecting the particular body’s impact on existence of the 

self. 

 

3.4 Summary remarks 
Transhumanism revolves around a problem of death. The movement declares that death is not 

sufficiently handled in mainstream discourses. They base that in an understanding that fully 

expressing one’s humanity is preconditioned on the expansion of meaning making activity, 

and they therefore seek to augment the human in ways which makes it better equipped to 

continue this. This can be achieved through technology, by physical augmentation, mind 

transference, combating illness and death, and reducing existential risks that especially new 

intelligences might pose. The body is understood as insufficient to these endeavors insofar as 

it is natural. There is an inherent progress toward the future imbued in the transhumanist 

sense of the world, although they argue that this does not inevitably occur unless by willing 

action. To not seek the expansion of the human is morally disavowed, and death becomes an 

evil to transhumanism because it causes the end of human potential. I argue that the 

understanding of the human self in death that transhumanism espouses can be reductive, 

based in feminist posthumanism. I further argue that the human self in relation to death that 

transhuman operates with poses a problem to the acknowledgement of difference, and further 

to access to justice for those who are othered.  

Despite this, there are some possibilities within transhumanist thinking to be critical 

of gender structures, primarily based in the idea of morphological freedom and substrate 

independence and what it might mean for people whose genders are not within the normative 

binary of cisheterosexuality. I do not focus on this because my argument that the self 

transhumanism aligns with is generally universal, male and anthropocentric does not fall to 

the possibility that there might be pockets of Harawayan partial recuperation also within 

transhumanist endeavors. Still, I want to acknowledge this possibility.   

My above criticism and other criticisms notwithstanding, transhumanism is accorded 

a significant space of future visions in the Western/Global North imagination because of its 
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aligment with popular ideas of the future. While transhumanism proper is quite radical in its 

technological potential, it aligns with a common structure of the self, given from its roots in 

humanism, which fulfills much of the same role as the anthropocentric subject does.  
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4  Death positivity: an alternative vision of death 
 

Death and the future seem fundamentally at odds if we adopt an anthropocentric view of the 

world. Transhumanist selfhood defines itself against death, taking death as a problem in 

existence to be solved. This understanding is at least partially overlapping with some 

mainstream discursive views of the future. However, transhumanism, as deliberated in 

chapter 3, does little to dispel the problems of anthropocentrism that arise from its denial of 

death. What, then, can be done to bring awareness of death back into life, to challenge the 

devastating impact of the ever-expanding human self in the Anthropocene?  

This chapter seeks to describe understandings of death, nature, the self and the body 

that arise from death positivity. I describe the death positive movement, a social activist 

movement that strives to defy the death taboo. I take the website The Order of the Good 

Death (also referred to as The Order) as representative of the movement, initiated  in 2011 by 

founder of the Order, Caitlin Doughty.13 The website is a hub for information about death 

positivity, represented by blog posts, articles, and other informative content produced by 

Order members and its allies. It contains information about the death positive mission, 

prominent people within the movement, blog posts and videos, events, press contact, even a 

Frequently Asked Questions and ways to support the Order. In short, the Order of the Good 

Death’s website is a collection of all things that the Order deems relevant to itself and its 

outreach work for death positivity. It is a key component of and source to information in 

trying to tease out what being death positive means and how it perpetuates ideas of death. As 

the Order states on its front page: 

 

Welcome to the Order. Welcome to Your Mortality. 

The Order is about making death a part of your life. Staring down your death fears—

whether it be your own death, the death of those you love, the pain of dying, the 

afterlife (or lack thereof), grief, corpses, bodily decomposition, or all of the above. 

 
13 An interesting aspect of the media outside of the Order’s website are the blurred lines between what is Order 
activity and what is Doughty’s activity. Doughty is particularly implicated in the movement as its originator, 
and the movement seems to be centered around her in many ways as a charismatic leading figure. Her other 
affairs and projects are therefore also implicated in the material of the death positive discourse. Because of the 
role Doughty serves in the death positive movement, her two books, Smoke Gets in Your Eyes. And Other 
Lessons from the Crematorium (2015) and From Here to Infinity. Traveling the World to Find the Good Death 
(2017) are important pointers to central ideas that permeate the movement as a whole. The centrality of 
Doughty’s role in the death positive movement is not just a reflection of a charismatic leader, but an expression 
of how death positivity is using personal narratives to tell stories about cultural concepts. The personal is indeed 
very political in death positive activism. 
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Accepting that death itself is natural, but the death anxiety of modern culture is not. 

(Order of the Good Death 2019a) 

 

This quote points to key interests and assumptions that form the death positive understanding 

of death. A postulate of death positivity is that there exists a ‘culture of silence’ around death. 

The particular formulation of ‘death anxiety’ or as it is often formulated in death positivity, 

‘death phobia’, is especially worth taking a closer look at, as it is at the center of death 

positive activism. The basic assumption of death phobia is that North-American society, and 

sometimes the more nebulous Western/Global North society, is actively resisting death in 

many forms: speaking of and about death, treatment in palliative care and questions of 

euthanasia, and the changing of particular deathways (Bradbury 1999) such as disposal 

traditions, for example (Doughty 2017).  

Doughty is essential as a person of interest for my thesis because of her central 

position in the death positive movement, through her outreach via the website and other 

media, as well as through her other literature on death. The website serves as a definitional 

resource that shapes central ideas of the death positive movement, through such things as a 

pledge one can sign to become a member of The Order. This pledge will constitute most of 

the basis for my analysis of death positivity, similar to how the “Transhumanist Declaration 

(2012)” constituted much of my material for the discussion of transhumanism. I represent this 

pledge as a key text to understanding death positivity because of the performative and 

informative content in it. It is not entirely analogous with the “Transhumanist Declaration 

(2012)” because of its form as an online pledge rather than a published text, but I still take it 

to represent the same essential material that the declaration does: a guide to what the 

movements hold most important in their self-definition. I supplement the breakdown of the 

pledges with Doughty’s books, which serve as reflections of more practical application of the 

ideas in the pledge. Death positivity emerges as a challenge to those mechanisms that 

entrench the (universal) human at the expense of all others, which I root in strands of feminist 

critique of common Western deathways in their thinking.  

 

4.1 Death positivity in context 
Death positivity exists in a larger field of death oriented-activism, both contemporarily and 

historically. As I have underlined in previous chapters, discourses can and do shift, and the 

death discourses are no exception to renegotiated meanings (Laqueur 2015; Ariès 1991; 
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Kellehear 2009). I will argue that death positivity is a distinct discursive field with particular 

ways of approaching what death descriptively is and normatively ought to be. As a part of 

that, I want to briefly contextualize death positivity in relation to the field of death activism. 

The term ‘positivity’ in death positivity might be confoundingly radical when death is 

discursively constructed as an evil, but using death to challenge limiting circumstances for 

people is not new.  

In the United States, journalist Jessica Mitford is often represented as one of the 

modern mode-shifters when it comes to popular perceptions of death and the death industry. 

Her book The American Way of Death from 1963 was a critical exposé on the conditions of 

the funeral business and its “Dismal Traders” (15). The book was written as an investigative 

piece into the expenses of the funeral business, at the behest of Mitford’s partner, who 

worked to provide reasonably priced body disposal rites through a memorial association 

(Crook West and McKerns 2009, 32).  

Mitford states that the death industry in North-America has built a “new mythology, 

essential to the twentieth-century American funeral rite [...] to justify the peculiar customs 

surrounding the disposal of our dead” (1963, 17). She identifies four central ideas that drive 

this mythology: that consumers are supposedly only given what they want, that the customs 

are based in psychologically “healthy” attitudes to death, that new professionalized terms 

obfuscated and sanitize these ideas, and that they are alledged to be anchored in American 

tradition (17-18). She swiftly rejects these claims, especially that the American way of death 

is based in material excess, asserting that “simplicity to the point of starkness” was the 

hallmark “of the traditional funeral until the end of the nineteenth century” (17). She also 

maintains that people would rather not confront death through the funeral as it is “a subject 

seldom discussed” (19) either because people would like to pretend it does not exist, or forget 

their memories of it. The bereaved are then put in a position to be taken advantage of when 

personal disaster strikes, when they are grief-riddled and not in a position to seek out 

information about competitive pricing or legal alternatives to the conventional funeral 

industry (23). Mitford concludes the book by an informative appendix listing alternatives to 

the funeral business and how to organize one, as well as body (part) donation initiatives for 

the benefit of science. The book sought to empower the bereaved in meeting with an opaque 

and specialized institutional system, which Ariès also establishes that the funeral industry 

became in the modern expression of ‘the Invisible Death’.  

The book “became the vehicle for discussing what had been considered a gruesome 

and distasteful topic and opened a virtual floodgate of media coverage” (Crook West and 
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McKerns 2009, 36) and it received great backlash from both the funeral industry and from 

conservative politicians who opposed Mitford’s Communist Party associations. Crook West 

and McKerns cites the criticism leveraged by the funeral trade newsletter for a Los Angeles 

celebrity cemetery: “We all know that Communists are taught to blandly misuse the truth 

whenever it suits their purposes. Communists are avowed atheists. Communists want to 

undermine religion in America” (39). Others used Mitford’s momentum to criticise the 

industry, and parts of the “clergy wanted reforms and curbs placed on what they called the 

‘neopagan corpse worship of the modern funeral.’” (41). Mitford’s book obviously caused a 

struggle for definitional power, not just as a protective response to her critique but also as a 

contestation about the contents of what a death should be. The focus on Mitfords political 

background upheld as her as antithetical to the very American (religious) soul, with death as a 

vehicle for some of its essential values. She was not only criticizing a profession, but 

discursive constructions of good personhood, at least to her detractors. Those who aligned 

with her similarly employed religious connections to being a good participant in American 

society as ammunition, reframing the funeral business as appropriators of ‘true’ religion. 

Death was the object being contested, at least in extension of its rites, as well as vessel for 

other concepts’ discussion. Mitford did take an activist approach to opposing mainstream 

deathways with the directory and instructions on how to donate one’s body to science, and 

her political opinions surely must have influenced her scathing criticism of capitalist 

tendencies, but the critique was nonetheless important in the American context to bring 

discussion of death into the mainstream, at least for a while.  

I bring up Mitford here because she is implicated in death positivity directly, as well 

as being a historical hook for changing attitudes of death in the USA: Caitlin Doughty refers 

to her work with ambivalence, despite their similar “missions” of transforming attitudes to 

and in death. Mitford did not fault the public in these constructions of death, in being duped 

by what she thought of as predatory businesses in a time of need, whereas Doughty does 

(2015, 111). Doughty criticizes Mitford for being “an enabler” (113) in death denial, for 

taking the economic dimension of death as the problem instead of the total field of rejection 

of death. Says Doughty: “It was death that the public was being cheated our [sic] of by the 

funeral industry, not money” (114). This says something about the changing center of death 

activism, of what kinds of discourse Mitford and Doughty perceive themselves as resisting 

against. For Mitford, capitalist interests were the main obstacle to justice in death; for 

Doughty, the malefactor is a more nebulous concept of cultural denial. The latter 

understanding derives in part from Becker’s theory that death is an obscured driving force in 
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the human, and it additionally falls in line with Ariès assertion that death is hidden through its 

institutionalization and medicalization.  

Leen Van Brussel gives some more recent historical background for the changing 

center of the death awareness movement: 

 

By the late 1990s, the death awareness movement had become increasingly 

institutionalised, not only through the influence of palliative care on the medical 

world and discussions on the right to die, but also through organisation of large-scale 

events concerning death-related topics. (2014, 20)  

 

She argues that there are competing views of whether death became obscured in public 

institutions, per Ariès’ idea of ‘the Invisible Death’, or whether they became publicly 

controlled but not hidden through their assimilation into these institutions (2014, 19). What 

these have in common, however, is that they argue for a turn towards the medicalization of 

death. There has, since Ariès theorized, been a third turn, according to Van Brussel: “a 

medical-rationalist discourse of death has (to a high degree) been replaced by a medical-

revivalist discourse [and] [...] a late-modern good death is defined dominantly in terms of the 

signifiers of control, autonomy, dignity, awareness, and heroism” (14). She argues that there 

has been a change from a denial-based relationship with death in medical establishments, 

premised on a refusal of acknowledgement of death, to a discourse of death where “death 

(again) becomes something that should be talked about without embarrassment. Gradually, 

the former ‘conspiracy of silence’ regarding death has been condemned” (18). Here it is also 

repeated that narratives of death are defined in part by heroism in the ill and dying individual; 

whether or not medico-rationalism or medico-revivalism can be said to be a main death 

discourse is contested. Since the mid-twentieth century, much has happened in the way of 

access to information and with it, the possibility to do work that defies monolithic 

understandings and ‘truths’, insofar as one primary understanding of death can be said to 

exist. Van Brussel underlines that there is a struggle between the two discourses even as the 

revivalist one seems to gain traction (2014, 20). Death positivity is a part of this larger battle 

for definitional power of what death normatively should be understood and treated as.  
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4.2 Who is it for? Gendered participation in the death positive 
movement 
Many contemporaneous initiatives are adjacent to or implicated in a larger network of death 

positive activism, although the term itself comes from the Order. These especially revolve 

around information initiatives.14 There are also formal and informal meeting spaces, such as 

Death Café, a non-profit “social franchise” (Death Café 2019) to talk about mortality, and 

The Order’s own Death Salon, which is a publicly accessible conference on mortality topics. 

In addition, there are particular professionals in death-related work who become personalities 

through their literature, other forays into popular media, and institutions.15 Many of the 

initiatives here are connected to each other in some way, through either affiliation or cross-

membership. These all represent nodes of the death awareness movement that form a loosely 

connected field of knowledge, a discourse of death positivity.  

A great number of death positivity’s participants are professional women within some 

sort of work on death, either academic or practical. Under the tab “Death positive movement” 

on the Order of the Good Death webpage, we find the header “Why are there so many women 

leading the movement?” which asserts that: 

 

You don’t have to be involved in the Death Positive movement long before you’ll 

notice something.  We are run, and largely populated, by women.  To be clear, 

everyone is welcome. But we’re often asked why female-identified people are so 

attracted to death. 

My simple answer to this is that women were the death workers for thousands 

of years– deathcare was a domestic task. In the 20th century, men have opened 

funeral homes, corporitized [sic] the care of dead bodies, and taken the direct 

experience of death out of the hands of women. It is our belief that women wish to 

take back that experience. (Order of the Good Death 2019b) 

 
14 Such as formerly gyst.com (an acronym for Get Your Shit Together), now acquired by Cake, a for-profit end-
of-life planning website; Death & The Maiden, a website that seeks to challenge narratives of the good/beautiful 
death; Death/Scent, a blog about the olfactory and death;  The Natural Death Centre, a UK non-profit “that gives 
free, impartial advice on all aspects of dying, bereavement and consumer rights”; the Natural Death Advocacy 
Network (NDAN), an Australian death advocacy network; TalkDeath, a general resource for the goings on in 
the death field and death activism. 
15 Such as British mortician Carla Valentine; The Order member Joanna Ebenstein, founder of the Morbid 
Anatomy blog and the now defunct Morbid Anatomy museum; forensic pathologist and author Dr. Judy 
Melinek; medical historian and author Dr. Lindsey Fitzharris; and published photographer Paul Koudounaris 
who is particularly visible on the picture sharing social media Instagram. These are some of the most prolific 
proponents of death positivity I have encountered that are (at least partially) separated from The Order of the 
Good Death, but this is in no way an exhaustive list. 
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Doughty is not wrong - out of the 36 (not counting Doughty herself) people featured on the 

“Members” page (Order of the Good Death 2019c), 28 are women, which equates to 77% of 

its contributors.16 Clearly, the Order itself is run by women, and draws association and 

knowledge from mostly other women connected to a multidisciplinary field of death. Another 

indication that participation in the death positive movement is gendered, is seen in the 

numerous people who have pledged their agreement with death positive tenets and publicly 

signed up for the Order’s mailing list, which by a cursory glance reveals that most of the 

names are typically assigned to women (Order of the Good Death 2019d). These pledged 

people are also members of The Order, according to the website, although these names are 

signed only on this page through these pledgers’ own actions.17 The page states that “Signing 

your name means you are a member of the Order of the Good Death, and an ally in the search 

for a better way of death” (Order of the Good Death 2019d).18  

However, gendered participation in a movement does not necessarily conincide with 

its ideas as gendered. I see the participation of women in the movement as a reflection of the 

discursive construction of death in a gendered way, which resonates with particularly 

gendered individuals. Death positivity tells a story of disenfranchisement in death, enabled by 

 
16 The page is separated into the headline ‘Order Staff’ and ‘Founding Members’. The Order Staff comprises six 
women. Many of the names and faces found under “Founding Members” are mentioned in the previous 
footnote, such as Fitzharris, Ebenstein, Melinek, and Koudounaris. (Order of the Good Death 2019c)  
17 Worth noting is that the distinction between mailing-list members and ‘order staff’ has not always been so 
clear, as the link to the order staff page is orderofthegooddeath.com/members (my emphasis) and the tab that 
directs to this page is also called ‘Members’. When I wrote on this website in 2017, the page was called only 
‘Members’ instead of separated into ‘Order Staff’ and ‘Members’, but the change in the headline wording seems 
to reflect a need for distinction between people who run the page, its associated professionals and those who 
ascribe to the movement. This might indicate an increased awareness of the movement and a resultant need to 
distinguish these roles.  
18 The Order of the Good Death branches out through other online activity not limited to the website. There is a 
youtube profile called ‘Ask A Mortician’ (https://www.youtube.com/user/OrderoftheGoodDeath); a Facebook 
page (https://www.facebook.com/OrderoftheGoodDeath/); twitter profiles for the Order 
(https://twitter.com/ordergooddeath) and for Doughty (https://twitter.com/thegooddeath); an Instagram page 
(https://www.instagram.com/thegooddeath/); a subreddit on the forum platform Reddit.com 
(https://www.reddit.com/r/DeathPositive/); an account on the crowdfunding webpage Patreon.com 
(https://www.patreon.com/thegooddeath); and a web-store (https://thegooddeathstore.com/). The Order also has 
a podcast called Death in the Afternoon.  

As with the content and themes on the website, the Order strikes wide on the most popular digital 
platforms that are available to Western audiences today, and it shows in the numbers—as of October 2019, the 
Order’s facebook page has more than 145 000 likes and almost 149 000 followers, Doughty has 147 000 
followers on instagram, 88 000 accounts follow Doughty on her twitter profile and just above 15 000 follow the 
Order twitter, the subreddit has almost 7000 subscribers, and the Patreon page just above 4300 patrons. These 
numbers show that death positivity is not a marginal phenomenon despite being somewhat radical; the interest 
for death positive topics, events and other activity reaches a wide audience. Because the activities are focused on 
online platforms, we can assume that the locality of the movement in the U.S. matters less than it would 
otherwise, and that the movement has reached into other global arenas where people speak English and have 
access to the internet. 
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the structures that make death taboo, and seeks to redress this as injustice through some of the 

mechanisms that feminist posthumanism and Plumwood’s ecofeminism advocates.  

The quote above signals something important about gender in the death positive 

movement: women’s involvement with death in the West/Global North has diminished with 

the professionalization of death “since the turn of the twentieth century” (Doughty 2017, 3), 

and not by their own making. The death positive movement is interested in reclaiming this 

role for women, and they make an assessment that women’s diminished encounters with 

death is due to increased professionalization of death at a time when women were sequestered 

to the private, domestic sphere, unable to participate in the labor force. The domestic sphere 

was, but is no longer the arena for death. This is in line with Ariès’ argumentation on the 

disappearance of death into dedicated spaces. The death positive movement does, however, 

make a connection between gendered participation in the concealment of death, which Ariès 

does not do. It is quite uncontroversial as a statement on the historical situation of women to 

connect the public and professional with masculinity and the domestic and private/personal 

with femininity, but this is nonetheless an important backdrop for how death positivity 

regards gender relations at large. It establishes that there is a particular masculine 

characteristic to modern, professionalized deathways as a result of death’s transformation 

from a privatly to publicly controlled phenomenon. 

 It is not wholly clear what “taking back” the experience of death entails from the 

quote—should death return to the domestic sphere? Or should the professional spheres be 

inundated with women as a way to displace, or complement, the masculinized structures in 

professional death work? It might seem here as if Doughty is arguing for death to return to 

the home with women in tow. However, coupled with the focus on female death professionals 

and the network at the center of the death positive movement, it appears that she does not 

argue for the re-domestication of women, but for death to be accessible beyond the 

‘corporatized’ funeral industry. The emphasis on direct experience with death is a move to 

connect the body with its material reality again, sewing back together these two as they have 

been mediated away from each other by denying the human connection to nature. I 

previously mentioned that Doughty is opposed to Mitford’s concern with economy as the 

primary problem of inaccessible death, but Doughty agrees that economy is a factor in the 

professionalization of death and a concern for the accessibility of ‘good deaths’. She says that 

by avoiding “our inevitable end, we put both our pocket-books and our ability to mourn at 

risk” (2017, 6). In death positivity we thus find a link between gendered critique and class 
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critique of current deathways, with the presumption that not challenging these disables our 

connection to others in death.   

As stated, I take The Order of the Good Death to be representative for the death 

positive movement. The Order website itself has different kinds of informational categories 

displayed on the front page. The blog consists of different Order members and occasionally 

guest writers who write about current or topical issues with a death slant, as well as any kind 

of curiousa, culturally relevant and unique experiences with death. The page is a collection of 

a wide array of writing that might pique one’s interest, written and gathered under the banner 

of spreading awareness and information about death, rather than telling one coherent story 

about one particular experience of death. These wide topics still have some commonalities in 

how they approach death, however. According to the Order website front page, they are “a 

group of funeral industry professionals, academics, and artists exploring ways to prepare a 

death phobic culture for their inevitable mortality” (Order of the Good Death 2019). This 

description succinctly summarizes why death positivity is interesting for a discussion of 

death; the quote marks North-American society as pathologically opposed to death, in the 

words of industry professionals and affiliates. Death positivity seeks to reform current 

deathways from within the field, an authority Mitford could not claim. That is not to say that 

death positivity does not meet resistance. The movement signals their approach as an 

alternative to already established forms of considering death, pitting themselves as a counter-

discourse to the denial of death, marking them as a part of the medico-revivalist death 

discourse that Van Brussel suggests is proliferate in late modernity (2014, 18).  

In addition to being a central information hub for death positivity, I have chosen The 

Order of the Good Death’s website as material to analyze precisely because it so succinctly 

exemplifies, both visually and textually, a brazenly populist attitude to death that goes against 

the grain. There is an immediacy in how visually striking the illustrations for the different 

themes are presented, precisely in line with the death positive approach of not shying away 

from or burying the uncomfortable of death in more scrupulous approaches—no more hiding 

death behind closed doors. That is not to say that The Order uses a strictly confrontational or 

shocking approach—far from it, The Order’s website is quite self-aware and tongue in cheek. 

Humor seems so be an important tool for leveraging the difficult of death in the movement, 

not just through the page but also in Doughty’s and the Order’s other work. Despite being 

based in professional and sometimes academic work, both for the particular information 

material itself as well as the people who write these, the Order has a simple and clear-cut 

(visual) profile that does not necessitate any particular education about the topics to be 
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intriguing or understandable. The key point here is accessability; death positivity tries to 

reach people with the awareness that their materials might shock, and they use it to their 

advantage in sometimes striking ways to enable low-threshold engagement with the taboo 

death.  

The positivity in death positivity takes an attitude towards death that is analogous to 

other “positivity” movements. That is, it denotes a movement that is interested in dispelling 

preconceptions and stigma in and around a particular phenomenon through “positivity” and 

information raising work. “It started with a tweet, asking why we had movements like body 

positivity and sex positivity, but we couldn’t use that same umbrella to be forward thinking 

about our own deaths” (2018a), writes Caitlin Doughty about a tweet she made in 2013. 

Positivity movements are countercultural points of resistance to mainstream discourses 

around phenomena that have strongly associated moral implications. One such is sex 

positivity, in which the de-stigmatization of (non-heterosexual reproductive) sexuality is 

central. Another is body positivity, a movement that is concerned with self-love as a radical 

act, particularly with regards to being fat.  

Both of above-mentioned movements are explicitly feminist in opposition to 

prevailing attitudes, although they take different subject matters as their area of contest. 

These positivity movements have in common that they originate or have proliferated in 

online environments, through social media, fora and webpages that become central for 

information about the phenomenon. Here, death positivity explicitly draws on feminist 

activism work that has come before, from a standpoint that considers the impact of difference 

on the liberation of the individual. Death, too, is strongly associated with moral perspectives 

that impact the limits of being human, both extrinsically through its association with 

violence, disease, sorrow and suffering, and intrinsically as death as a bad thing in and of 

itself (Kellehear 2009; Strange 2009; More 2013a). The disappearance of the individual is an 

evil when the individual per se is centered as the most relevant moral agent, as it is in 

anthropocentric thinking, of which transhumanism is an example. Death positivity challenges 

this through attempts to rework death into a phenomenon we can tenuously embrace, or at 

least acknowledge.  

 

4.3 The death positive pledge 
With the previous as a contextualization of death positivity, let us delve deeper into declared 

death positive beliefs. Under the title “DEATH POSITIVE. Join the movement”, a link brings 
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a potential death positive newcomer to a list of tenets or statements that “offer you a way to 

boldly state your intentions and participation” (Order of the Good Death 2019d) in the death 

positive movement. This page is not explicitly referred to as a manifesto by the Order itself, 

but it serves a manifest purpose: to indicate the central values of the death positive 

movement, the terms agreed upon that delineate the death positive discourse. There are eight 

tenets to the pledge, and the first one declares: 

 

1. I believe that by hiding death and dying behind closed doors we do more harm than 

good to our society. 

This harm-perspective is central to death positivity. The underlying assumption in this tenet is 

that death is hidden, echoing ‘the Invisible Death’ of Ariès—medicalization, as well as 

professionalization, has relegated death to invisibility and inaccessibility (Doughty 2017, 

233-34). To contextualize this statement: Doughty begins the book Smoke Gets in Your Eyes 

with an author’s note that authoritatively articulates a central proposition in death positivity: 

“[...] ignorance is not bliss, only a deeper kind of terror” (2015, ix). This is an absolutely key 

postulate for understanding the rest of death positive assertions; there is nothing to be gained 

by pretending that death does not exist. This is for a myriad of reasons, chief among them the 

suffering people expose themselves to in the process of ignorance and avoidance. Access to 

death, as in being able to participate in its discursive constitution, and as a way to 

individually define one’s relationship to one’s own mortality, is seen as a central aid to 

alleviate the suffering that inevitably happens with death. Doughty leans on anthropologist 

Becker’s The Denial of Death and his understanding that “the idea of death, the fear of it, 

haunts the human animal like nothing else” (Becker 1973, ix in Doughty 2016, ix). Becker 

describes death avoidance as an inbuilt impulse in human self-aggrandizement towards 

anthropocentrism, which is an important mechanism of the denial of death. A death phobic 

society is a society that deprives its citizens of a ‘natural’ (see tenet 3) and essential piece of 

being human, and extended from that, a person’s right to their own humanity. This is 

presented as harmful in death positivity. This tenet does not necessarily lionize death as a 

phenomenon—rather, it upholds full access to one’s own and others’ mortality as preferable 

to being shielded from the potential pain of one’s own or others’ death. Death in and of itself 

is not ‘good’, but it is more harmful to be in denial of it, according to the Order. Thinking 

with feminist posthumanism here, sitting with the abject that repulses us is a healing 

maneuver towards recognizing our consubstantial existence with others in death.  
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2. I believe that the culture of silence around death should be broken through 

discussion, gatherings, art, innovation, and scholarship. 

Here, as in the previous statement, there is an implicit assumption that death is hidden, abject. 

The way forward is given as bringing forth this hidden phenomenon into daylight, reinstating 

it into the mainstream death discourse. As stated before, a postulate of death positivity is that 

it exists as a counter-narrative to current notions of death; being death positive is imagined to 

be in contrast to a prevailing dogma of death denialism. We all know death exists, but we do 

not speak of it lest we invoke it—a conditioned cultural response as an anxiety reducing 

mechanism à la Becker’s heroic subjectivity, or perhaps like Plumwood’s notion that we can 

never meet the meat, we can never acknowledge the material-hence-mortal aspect of our 

human existence (Plumwood 2012, 59-60). Doughty says of her own experiences with 

meeting the meat, when holding a piece of pork with visible hair follicles: “This is the flesh 

of a dead animal, I realized, and was for the moment repulsed. For as much time as [she] had 

spent facing human mortality, I didn’t recognize a dead animal that didn’t come wrapped in 

plastic and Styrofoam” (2017, 62). She draws on French anthropologist Noëlie Vialles’ 

observations that the industrial process of commodifying meat “must be as if it were not” (62; 

italics in original), drawing a similar observation between the institutionalization of the 

funeral industry and the meat industry.  

Innovation is an interesting part of the statement, insofar as innovation is a loose 

construct that can just as easily be utilized against death positive goals. Innovation can also 

be in the field of immortality and/or used in a way that clashes with death as a necessary 

condition of life and humanity, as death positivity proclaims. In this statement, innovation is 

related to new technologies that make a ‘good death’ possible, on all levels. That includes  

end-of-life-care, processes for handling the dead in movement or transition, processes for the 

disposal of the dead—such as green burials, fungi suit burial19, aquamation20—and processes 

for the grieving and memorialization of the dead (Doughty 2017, 158).  

The statement highlights the activist core of death positivity, and at what level of 

interaction they seek to redress the invisible death. Most of the officially associated 

participants in the Order are death professionals in one way or another, and its initiatives are 

 
19 A special biodegradable shroud/suit imbued with microorganisms and fungi that aids in the breakdown and 
reabsorption of a corpse. More information available at https://coeio.com/   
20 Also called alkaline hydrolysis, a corpse disposal technology that uses water, heat and lye to disintegrate 
remains. More information available at https://aquamationinfo.com/ 
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centered around raising awareness and encouraging discussion to dispel taboos in the general 

population — using little d discourse to change the big D discourse. Doughty and her 

associates in the Order of the Good Death are often professionals or academics, but they seem 

to be mindful of that positionality. Being situated as they are, their activism has influence in 

the making of opinion and ‘truth’ as acknowledged institutions of knowledge, even as they 

seek to dismantle their field in its professionalized, medicalized and masculinized values.  

The Order declared 2018 “the Year of Action” (Doughty 2018c), and in a blog-post 

outlining different resources for the year, Doughty stresses that “if all you ever do is work 

with your family (parents, chosen family, online family, whoever they are) to create death 

plans with them, you’ve done something that is vital and exemplary” (Doughty 2018c). The 

Order is appealing to a sense of culture as socially constructed here, as a particular instance 

of ideas that can be dismantled at the level of social interaction. Death positive activism 

needs no grand gestures of allegiance, no particular radical action needs to be undertaken in 

order to be a part of a shift in society. This resembles the partial recuperation that Haraway 

suggests as reparative to the problems of the Anthropocene. Local action and participation in 

dispelling the taboo of the invisible death and raising awareness is sufficient, as this is 

considered a significant taboo to break in and of itself. “Discussion” can be as simple as 

speaking with family around a dinner table, or as complex as arranging seminars, talks or 

other events. Utterances through art are also given equal value to the more conventional ways 

of raising awareness, evoking the efficacy of emotion in the process of making the public 

face its fear of death. This focus on the value of the emotional meets the problem of 

rationality as Plumwood describes it (1991, 5-6), making the particular and embodied an 

important component to meeting the problem of death. When death positivity takes academic 

and nonacademic activities as comparably important in dispelling denial of death, they are 

lifting ways of knowing that have been historically disadvantaged with regards to epistemic 

authority. This is a feminist practice, both in how personal interaction is framed as political 

action, and in the lifting of marginalized/othered knowledges based in lived experiences of 

difference.  

 

3. I believe that talking about and engaging with my inevitable death is not morbid, but 

displays a natural curiosity about the human condition. 

In this tenet, the Order does several things: establishing death as ought-to-be inevitable as a 

part of being human, and that being intrigued by this fact is natural. As discussed in chapter 
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2, nature is conceived of as “sharply discontinuous or ontologically divided from the human 

sphere” (1991, 10), which in Plumwood’s view establishes a value differential between 

nature and (human made) culture in the Global North/West. In this statement, the Order is 

trying to counter the idea that death is abject, morbid, grotesque by leveraging the natural in 

the opposite direction to Plumwood’s description, as more authentic or closer to an essential 

real in the human condition. It is implicit, but through death positivity asserting that the 

culture of death denialism is socially constructed and historically situated, they can appeal to 

authority based in an extra-cultural, innate humanity. The human condition in this statement 

is (partially) defined by the necessity of mortality and curiosity about it, linking access to 

death to being and living authentically. There is opportunity to be critical to death positivity 

here. Death positivity does not engage with the definitions of nature, but attack it as a 

functional dimension in their assessment of death’s role in being human. As I offer death 

positivity as a practice of staying with the trouble, which in its construction is anti-

essentialist, I attempt to avoid some of the pitfalls that can arise from death positive 

understandings of the natural as aligned with ‘the good’. This type of connection has a long 

history of being detrimental to those marked by difference. I believe that the death positive 

movement positions itself against these kinds of outcomes, but their rhetoric sometimes still 

threatens the connection because they have a functional description of the problems of 

gendering rather than one that considers originating constructions of gender systems.  

The assumption of the unspeakability of death in the modern West/Global North 

imbues it with an almost magical capacity, as if naming death will necessarily call to 

attention the Grim Reaper. This kind of relationship to death is visible in the idea of modern 

death discourse as a narrative of disappearance as Laqueur calls it, the ‘Invisible Death’ as 

Ariès calls it, or ‘the thesis of finality’ as Plumwood calls it (2012, 95). Among the many 

things that can define magic, Bernd-Christian Otto and Michael Stausberg list “invocations” 

that can be “characterized by a distinctive use of language and words; an illocutionary or 

performative (speech) act” (Otto and Stausberg 2014, 2), where illocutionary speech acts 

refer to acts that “simply by virtue of being enacted achieve a change of state, or do 

something effective” (Tambiah 2014, 181). If we follow this definition, it is possible to see 

the aversion to death as a taboo with a particular preventative effect—“don’t think about it, 

and it won’t happen to you”. Seen in light of this, the phrasing death phobic connotes not 

only an aversion but a refusal of death as such. In this case, that means that not only is death 

made unspeakable but it is made impermissible to recognize as a phenomenon, due to the 
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strong nature of the taboo. Death is driven away from being human in symbolically 

significant abject refusal. 

Related to this is important in the use of “morbidity”—to be curious about death as a 

central facet of life is not gross or abhorrent in death positivity, but understood to be a virtue, 

particularly in meeting with the death denialism of contemporary Western society. The Order 

establishes ‘good’ as following a logic of ‘the natural’, an authenticated way of being that is 

understood as being denied to people at this particular moment and space in time. This is in 

contrast to transhumanism, which marks the ‘good’ as the result of the human out of nature, 

achieved through artifice and technology.  

 

4. I believe that the dead body is not dangerous, and that everyone should be 

empowered (should they wish to be) to be involved in care for their own dead. 

This tenet takes a more specific approach and stance towards the object of the dead body. The 

dead body is not typically biologically hazardous to the living (Laqueur 2015, 8, 214), and 

yet death positivity needs to position itself against a belief that the dead body is dangerous 

with a similar belief formulation, speaking to how entrenched this idea is. It would be remiss 

to not bring up the social function the corpse has as a liminal object here; abjection tells us 

that the corpse functions as a reminder of how the boundaries drawn between life and death, 

existence and non-existence, self and other, are illusory. To read this tenet with Kristeva: the 

danger of the dead body threatens our social existence, but its danger is conceptualized as 

‘natural’ and ‘medical’ in a move that hides the construction of its threat in the social, or the 

symbolic. Rooting the danger of the dead body in the natural is to instate it as non-human, a 

move of Plumwood’s discontinuity problem, which reinscribes it to ‘other’, a difference that 

the person observing the corpse does not understand themselves as part of. And so the 

process of rejecting the corpse into the position of “not-me” continues.  

 The Order is not necessarily collapsing the distinction between the self and the other 

here, but they are making a move that lets the living take ownership of and be empowered in 

their relationship to the dead, even in being mortal. Doughty writes of her personal drive 

towards reconciliation with the abject that 

 

Women’s bodies are so often under the purview of men, whether it’s our reproductive 

organs, our sexuality, our weight, our manner of dress. There is a freedom found in 
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decomposition, a body rendered messy, chaotic and wild. I relish this image when 

visualizing what will become of my future corpse. (Doughty 2017, 136) 

 

As discussed in chapter 2, the gap between the abject and the self may be shorter, for lack of 

better term, for women, due to their association with the corporeal which de Beauvoir 

established. Here Doughty expresses something like that, by the potential in embracing the 

abject not as a horror, but as a seat of power and celebration for the embodied woman. In a 

masculine system that continually defines the borders of being, being rendered borderless is a 

kind of subversive power.  

Note how this tenet does not require that anyone should want to care for a dead body, 

but that people should have the opportunity, regardless of the particular feelings or opinions 

of others about this practice. This is a fundamentally liberal principle, which they share with 

tenet eight in the “Transhumanist Declaration (2012)” about letting people choose their 

degree of augmentation. There is a freedom to imbued in the two tenets, rather than a 

freedom from (although both movements revolve around the freedom from certain types in 

and by death). The Order wants to open up potentials for care in a way that is not available 

now, without particularly imposing these desires upon those who otherwise agree with the 

goals/statements of death positivity. The goal is a widening of the scope of potential ways of 

dealing with death, not that everyone should agree to a particular set way of dealing. The 

tenet supposes a normative understanding of the dead body, but not a normative set of 

practices in enacting that understanding.  

 

5. I believe that the laws that govern death, dying and end-of-life care should ensure 

that a person’s wishes are honored, regardless of sexual, gender, racial or religious 

identity. 

This tenet picks up what the previous one hinted at: the individual should have self-

governance of their body. The human is conceived of as a definite unit with certain indelible 

rights, even when these are not adequately acknowledged or fulfilled by society. In the 

previous tenets, the focus was on making local change through interaction between people; 

here, formalized structures of power—law and medical establishments—are also called to 

change. This appeal to reform is a part of the dismantling of the deathways the death positive 

movement finds harmful (Doughty 2015, 233-34; 2017, 37-8). As in the previous, this 

statement expresses a desire for an expansion of possible relationships to death and the 
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enforcement of these, but makes no strong indication as to what the content of these 

relationships should be. It is a normative appeal to plurality, for the benefit of the individual.  

 This tenet diversifies and qualifies what individuals might be at stake, in contrast to 

the previously general subject or human referent. It is also in contrast to tenet number six in 

the “Transhumanist Declaration (2012)”, where ‘others’ are hinted at but the particular ways 

in which they embody difference is not acknowledged. In death, as in other areas of life, the 

particular circumstances of a person's’ life matters, making death positivity align with 

feminist theories like de Beauvoir’s that asserts that difference, like gender as ‘the Other’ 

constitutes, results in differently valued lives. It seems that dimensions of difference are often 

ignored or forgotten when it comes to considerations of death—it is viewed as a 

quintessentially individualistic moment, centered on the perishing of an atomized self, 

disconnected from its particular material and social existence. The understanding of death as 

a ‘great equalizer’, essentially the same for everyone, can also be interpreted to have the 

implicit meaning that it does not quite matter what happens in death, since the understanding 

of death in the Western context presupposes that one’s wishes cease to matter as soon as one 

ceases to be other than matter. This statement tries to counter this through making room for 

plurality of meaning and ideas, underlining the importance of allowing for a person’s wishes 

as they arise from their particular locations and subject positions in the world, even in the 

afterlife. There is still a ‘self’ that matters beyond death in death positivity, which defies the 

narrative of disappearance.  

Some examples of problems that this tenet refers to are how to productively talk about 

‘a good death’ for populations that are more likely to endure murder, such as transgender 

people, or black men in the U.S (Love 2017). Another is using death positivity to highlight 

differential treatment of indigenous and minority populations’ traditional beliefs, such as the 

South American indigenous Aymara tradition of keeping ñatitas, conserved human skulls, as 

spiritual and religious artefacts (Doughty 2017, 200). The latter establishes difference 

through these objects as physical reminders of death, and are therefore sought to be 

eradicated as aberrance. Death and othered deathways here becomes a productive springboard 

to discuss the injustice that befalls those marked by difference, in reference to a prioritized 

universal self, as being different is used as justification for incidences of necropolitical 

control through violence.  

Interestingly, this statement sidelines the importance of circumstances that can be 

thought of as voluntary (religious affinity) and circumstances that are not voluntary (race, 
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sexuality, gender). 21 In the context of death and particularly death activism and individual 

wishes, it makes perfect sense to reserve a central spot for a person’s particular beliefs—

spiritual understandings and ritualized practices of death has long been the domain of 

religion, after all.  

 

6. I believe that my death should be handled in a way that does not do great harm to the 

environment. 

This tenet is the least dense of the tenets, in many ways, dealing only with the specific 

circumstance of ecological sustainability of the subject’s death. It is telling that this facet of 

death positive thinking is not nestled into a larger concern for what happens to one’s body 

after death, but rather has a stand-alone non-negotiable position as value to agree with, 

regardless of a potential recruit’s beliefs on the matter, making it potentially conflict with 

tenet 5’s emphasis on individual choice. A human’s right to autonomy does not supercede the 

connection to others through our roles in a global environment.  

Eco-sustainability and environmental challenges in Western deathways are central to 

death positivity, and much of death positive material dedicate large parts of writing to these 

concerns. For example, Doughty writes in From Here to Eternity: “Sending your corpse back 

into nature would seem to be both the most inexpensive and the most “green” option for your 

death. After all, the plants and animals we consume during our lives are grown and nourished 

by the soil” (2017, 108). Doughty concludes that “we owe our very lives to the soil” (110). 

The Order also has these kinds of themes covered on their frontpage, under redirecting 

headlines such as “Natural Burial”, “Green Death Technology” and “Decomposition”. This 

drive towards an environmentally minded relationship to death is particularly visible in 

discussions of embalming practices as polluting and alternative funeral arrangements such as 

pyre cremations. It is also visible with regard to the sustainability of new inventions and 

death technologies—such as fungi suits and aquamation—and in general research on 

decomposition of the body (Doughty 2017; Order of the Good Death 2019e). Death positivity 

approaches death as a carbon cyclical process in which we all should wish to be valuable 

necrocitizens (Doughty 2017, 107), decentering the human being as the central existence and 

 
21 I want to specify that I am not understanding race, sexuality, gender and other similar categories of social 
difference as essential, but rather that these are mostly not up to individuals or even the groups in question to 
define, which means that affiliation to these are systematically, socially defined beyond the others’ control.  
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placing humans instead into nature alongside other nonhuman beings, much like Val 

Plumwood and Donna Haraway advocates.  

 

7. I believe that my family and friends should know my end-of-life wishes, and that I 

should have the necessary paperwork to back-up [sic] those wishes. 

Tenet 7 demands a commitment from those who wish to ascribe to death positivity. It 

demands conversation with family and loved ones about death, partially fulfilling tenet 2, and 

it demands engagement from the particular individual with their larger society’s rules and 

regulations of death. This tenet suggests both interpersonal interaction and participation in 

social structures to enact change in normative deathways; the individual is empowered in 

death by reaffirming their sovereign relationship to their self in the dying processes. This 

again represents a liberal understanding of the individual before death, imbued with both 

rights and responsibilities. Normally, death legislation and social norms around disposal and 

grieving are encountered when an individual death occurs and when arrangements for that 

particular death need to be dealt with, not before, because they are so highly specialized and 

obscured. Demanding engagement, as this tenet does, actively works against the taboo of the 

‘Invisible Death’, and may spur other initiatives or engagements with death as a phenomenon 

on a larger scale than at the moment of a particular death. The dead can shape the social 

fabric, as Laqueur established, by the way the living enact their wishes, making the dead aa 

sort of speaking subject even posthumously. This is to fulfil one of death positivity’s often 

expressed end-goal of lessening suffering for the bereaved, by making death a pre-empted 

situation—through the use of tools such as advance directives and instructions for 

resuscitation—rather than a sudden trauma. In this statement, the Order makes more room for 

expressions of grief through the lessening of the bureaucratic burdens that Mitford criticized 

so heavily, making access to death a key point of their problematization of modern 

deathways. 

 

8. I believe that my open, honest advocacy around death can make a difference, and can 

change culture. 

This tenet has the strongest activist leaning, emphasizing the belief that being death positive 

matters in enacting change. Death positive activism is met with resistance and accusations of 

everything from morbidity (see tenet 3) to being unnatural, and that its central personalities 

are interested in death as an aesthetic choice rather than as genuine activism (Doughty 
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2018a). The statement is based in the idea that societal change can come from small-scale 

activism or intrapersonal activity, or in other words that little d discourse can change the big 

D discourse (as discussed in statement 2). The individual is a force for social change in this 

formulation, implicating that the individual also has responsibility for the flawed ways of 

handling death that death positivity positions itself against. It is worth noting the formulation 

“honest advocacy around death”, implying that the way we are dealing with death at the 

moment in the West/Global North is dishonest of what death entails. This is a core belief in 

death positivity, as explored above; the taboo of death—as in ‘the Invisible Death’, as result 

of abjection, as a denialist relationship to one’s own body and consequent mortality—is 

socially constructed by individuals in culture and may also therefore be changed by these.  

Death positivity does not necessarily equate death with ‘goodness’, despite taking an 

oppositional stance to denial of death, neither in the sense that there is One True Good Death 

or that being afraid of death itself is at odds with being death positive. Says Doughty in a 

blog post called “What Death Positive is Not”: 

 

[...] we encourage discussion on how to achieve the good death. But a huge part of 

that discussion is the structural inequality that makes it more difficult for certain 

groups to obtain the death or funeral they might desire. [...] A “good death” is 

personal. A person defines it, a family defines it, a community defines it, a culture 

defines [it]. My good death may look nothing like your good death. We are not here to 

define a good death, only support you in achieving yours. [...] Death positivity isn’t 

about cultivating a zealous cult like mentality, it’s about meeting people where they 

are. There is no end goal in being death positive [...]. There is only the process of 

living as a human with the incredible burden of death. (Doughty 2018a) 

 

From this quote we can glean that death positivity is concerned with both meeting the real 

structural and material ‘problem of death’, as well as the particular invocation problematic of 

speaking of and about death. Death positivity is thus not only activism and awareness work 

for individuals, but a movement about turning the valuation of the phenomenon of death 

away from being taboo; death positivity seeks to change the “big D” discourse of death denial 

by using “little d” discourses (Van Brussel 2014, 2). They consider the individual as to have 

due rights, but that the denial of death is in the way of fulfilling those rights. Death positivity 

is ultimately about dispelling the assumed fears associated immediately with the phenomenon 

of death in the discourse of the invisible death, particularly to the benefit of those marked by 
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difference and otherness, even if death and dying might cause suffering and pain in a very 

real way. 

 

4.4 Summary remarks 
The death positive movement, on the basis of the materials I have chosen to examine above, 

is a somewhat formless cause for reworking conventional understandings of death. While the 

exact form of death positivity is malleable, its underlying ideological principles are not. The 

movement, as demonstrated through the examples of The Order of the Good Death and the 

works of Caitlin Doughty, are concerned with (re-)establishing death as a publicly and 

privately acknowledged phenomenon because of its harm reducing potential. They assert this 

on the same basis as argued by Ariès and Van Brussel: that death moved from the private and 

domestic sphere into a pseudo-public, which disempowered women in dealing with death. 

This harm-reduction happens both at the level of the individual and their encounters with 

grief in the event of bereavement, as well as on the level of society where differential access 

to power over death may result in oppression. Being othered, or marginalized, also plays a 

role in why reclaiming death matters to death positivity; the movement is concerned with the 

uneqal impact of necropolitics (Mbembe 2003). The tenets, as discussed above, take a 

somewhat general approach to who potential allies to the cause might be, but much of the 

material elsewhere is explicit in making marginality an important dimension of reclaiming 

death. Their postulate is that power in death has been taken from the populus and made 

inaccessible through medicalization and professionalization. Acknowledging death and 

enacting death positive practices emerges as a move to remedy these inequalities. 
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5  Always threatening: returning themes in 
transhumanism and death positivity 

 

Death positivity and transhumanism differ in a number of ways, not just for their different 

approaches to and valuation of death. The kinds of themes arise that from the 

juxtapositioning of transhumanism and death positivity shine a light on their underlying 

assumptions about ‘nature’, ‘the body’, ‘the self’, and moreover what these do in shaping 

human understanding of the world. As we have seen chapters 3 and 4, both transhumanism 

and death positivity have explicit discussion of what they want with death—what attitudes we 

should have in meeting with it, what remedies are suggested to mitigate the harm of death, 

what roles it should play in our lives. Certain conceptions of the world arise from these 

negotiations, and by the different utilization of the three concepts outlined above, a gendered 

relationship to death arises from the movements. I base this assertion in the ways 

embodiment is gendered (de Beauvoir 2010; Plumwood 1991), how nature becomes gendered 

as a result of its connection to the gendered material body (Plumwood 1991), how selfhood 

falls in line with gendered conceptions of rationality (Plumwood 1991; Braidotti 2013; 

Haraway 2017) and the gendered construction of the meaningful human (Kristeva 1982). 

These are the ways we can talk about death as a gendered social phenomenon, rather than an 

insular and biological instance of disappearance.  

That understandings of death are gendered also have implications for how we might 

adress inequality in death. One of the research questions for this thesis has been to investigate 

what some implications of death being gendered for feminist questions of justice might be. 

Why ask this question? Because challenging static ideas of death lets us challenge static ideas 

of identity. It matters because the denial of death contributes to making other parts of being 

human one-dimensional. The Western/Global North anthropocentric view of the human are 

fraught with reductive universalism that hampers discussion of the taboo death, made in 

intricate discursive constructions with ‘nature’, ‘body’ and ‘the self’. This interrelatedness 

has consequences for those who are ‘other’—both in the sense of human others, defined by 

gender, race/ethnicity, class, sexuality, ability—and in the sense of non-human existence. I 

base this in Plumwood’s ecofeminist theory, which moves towards a feminist posthumanist 

resolve to dismantle reductive separation between categories of difference that give rise to 

inequality. She says that, 
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Criminals, women, animals–all these are bearers of a denied or lessened form of 

subjecthood, which cannot itself command the position of knower but which is the 

object of an arrogant form of knowledge which so stereotypes and denies their 

difference and their speech that they are obliterated as possible subjects of reciprocal 

exchange or dialogic encounter. (2012, 70) 

 

On the basis of this, I take feminist justice as any kind of move towards acknowledgement of 

this denied difference—as marked by any kind of otherness in identity—and the way those 

differences impact life, and in this case, death.  

These concepts are not easily separated from each other and exist in a continually 

renegotiated relationship to death. One of the most helpful terms to make some sort of further 

sense of these, to me, is Donna Haraway’s ‘staying with the trouble’. Staying with their 

trouble, picking at the ooze of meaning that spills from the many layers in these concepts, lets 

me discuss ways to think that might remedy problems that arise from the priority of a 

particular type of human in the Anthropocene. Her feminst posthumanism urges a 

commitment to continuity over dualism, a focus on common ground rather than separate 

existences that order these in hierarchies of value. To meet with increased prevalence of 

death, we need “transformative change” according to the IPBES report (2019), and feminist 

posthuman practices of staying with the trouble poses one such possibility. In order to make 

to make difference matter, we must consider others’ material existence without reducing 

them to singular embodiments of difference relative to universal subjecthood. Confronting 

death as a reality in life can challenge our view of humanity as beings that are atomized and 

insular, above others and therefore justified in dominating them, to make us consider what 

else we might have in common beyond being mortal. It allows for dialogic encounters, not 

necessarily as symbolic interaction in speech and in text, but in extended versions of this that 

implicate human beings as material and which situates us in the world, in relationships to 

others. In this chapter, I compare transhumanism and death positivity to this end; to 

investigate their gendered uses of the concepts ‘the self’, ‘the body’ and ‘nature’, in order to 

imagine how death can be a productive force in questions of inequality.   
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5.1 Gender’s presence and absence 
One of the presumptions of this thesis is that how we are gendered plays a role in how we 

understand the concept, and even necessity, of death. Whereas death positivity fronts the 

particular challenges of gender and being gendered (as well as embodying other marginal 

identities) in the meeting with death, transhumanism has a dearth of discussion on how 

gender might figure in its philosophies. I use the turn of phrase ‘being gendered’ here as the 

particular ways we are made into a gender in the way Simone de Beauvoir describes; 

‘woman’ as a concept is the way in which women are connected to their biological existence 

through particular associations outside of their individual control. It is not a given size, but 

one that is made. As discussed in chapter 2, anthropocentrism is a problem element when 

seeking to achieve emancipation, as transhumanism and death positivity both endeavor to 

achieve—either from death as it arises from the natural body, or from the gendered power 

structures in the form of instituionalization and medicalization that hampers access to death. 

One of these problems that anthropocentrism poses is the concealment of particular existence 

that de Beauvoir brings up in her discussion of woman as the other. The universal humanity 

assumed to be common among humanist subjects flattens the field of individuals, taking one 

kind of human (emphasis on man) as representative of all humans. De Beauvoir still accords 

value to individual self-constitution, so she is not outside the bounds of humanism, but the 

thing she does differently from humanism in general is to take the particular facets of 

existence as informative of that person’s totality.   

 For death positivity, being gendered female—and otherwise othered through 

constructions of difference—is a clear motif throughout their discussion of why death is 

necessary to reclaim. They do not necessarily talk about the ways in which being gendered 

happens—as socially constructed or essentially imbued—but they approach the theme from 

the consequences being gendered has on the expression of autonomy. Gender is important in 

that it restricts or allows definitional power of death and engagement with mortality, so it 

takes on a functionally problematic form rather than an existentially problematic form. Being 

gendered is not the core of the problem, it is what being gendered makes the individual 

capable of—to that extent, they align with Simone de Beauvoir’s assertions that being 

gendered is a question of personal freedom and access to making meaning. Death positivity 

wants to empower people, especially women, to engage with death, and they make its 

inaccessibility an explicitly feminist problem. 



92 
 

Transhumanism, as I have stated elsewhere, lacks a discussion about gender in the 

ways they seek to remedy the problem of death. This is itself is noteworthy, because it means 

that their human referent easily falls prey to the ideal universality de Beauvoir, Plumwood 

and Haraway critize, even if transhumanism makes moves to acknowledge diversity among 

humans and to equate different levels of sentiences of non-human and humans. They value 

hybrid forms, but not for their particularities. These are not taken as equal with their 

differences, but subsumed into an understanding that takes one criteria, sentience (self-

awareness begotten by rational capacity), as the measure of whether they are valuable or not. 

When it then comes to discussion of that value falling away, there is not room for 

differentiation between how death occurs as violence on the basis of difference—like 

gender—only that it is violent as a denial of potential for that sentience.   

 

5.2 The body problem 
Death positivity and transhumanism share a material foundation for their ideas. This is not to 

say that they accord the same kind of value to the material, but that the body emerges as a site 

of the struggle with death for both groups. From the side of death positivity, their take is that 

humans are essentially embodied, and those facticities (de Beauvoir 2010) that shape the 

body matter in our relationship to death. Death positivity seeks to alleviate the potential 

problems that death may pose, such as grief, but without doing away with the limitation of 

death itself. This is motivated by an understanding that death is a part of a sustainability 

cycle, which is reflected in the death positive tenet that states “I believe that my death should 

be handled in a way that does not do great harm to the environment” (The Order of the Good 

Death, 2019a). The body in death positivity is an autonomous vehicle for the individual, and 

death positivity focuses strongly on the individual’s right to exercise their wishes upon it both 

pre- and post-death, but it does not separate the body away from ‘the self’ or ‘nature’ and 

rather attributes it to a mutually dependent carbon cycle, as a loose node in a interrelated 

system. They attribute an autonomic understanding of the body before death, but an 

ecofeminist approximation of feminist posthumanist understanding of it after death, where its 

value as an object is equalled to the amount of harm it potentially can create in a carbon 

cyclical system.  

From the side of transhumanism, the take on bodies is that humans are confined to 

them as we are now, and that is unacceptable (More 2013a; O’Connell 2017, 55). 

Transhumanism identifies the limitation of death as a problem of the body in nature, and 
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possible problems that follow death, such as grief, should be alleviable by hindering death in 

the first place. It is primarily concerned with the possible loss of the self, human 

consciousness—there is “nothing special about carbon” (O’Connell 2017, 87) that makes the 

body’s degeneration an acceptable facet of having one. Carbon cyclicality, the human in a 

ongoing relationship to the world as Haraway posits, is not a concern of transhumanism.  

The concept of morphological freedom in transhumanism underlines the 

preoccupation with the limitations of the body as is. In “A Letter to Mother Nature”, More 

states that transhumanism “will seek complete choice of our bodily form and function” 

(2013a, 450) and the “Transhumanist Declaration (2012)” underlines that “this freedom 

includes the right to use or not to use techniques and technologies to extend life[...]” (Various 

2013, 55), pinning the problem of death on the (organic) body. The proposed solution to this 

problem ranges from “wetware” enhancements to total mind-uploading (O’Connell 2017, 43, 

135). Being fully human in transhumanist understandings is hindered by the body, even as the 

body is the functional base from which the self, the meaningful and worthwile part of being 

human, arises. Rather than the corpse being the abject, the utmost example of the liminal 

difference between being dead and alive, the living body becomes a reminder of the fallibility 

and mortality of being human. Merely through existing as a material form with restrictions—

temporal as in the effects of aging or death, or intellectually as in with emotion that clouds 

rationality (Plumwood 2012, 65)—the body challenges the essential goal of human progress 

that transhumanism espouses. This problematic body is not explicitly gendered in any 

particular way in their portrayal of it, but it is still conceived of as natural-material rather than 

of a disembodied self. This imbues gender into the concept of the body that they operate with, 

as the connection between the natural and the embodied is rooted in notions of the female (de 

Beauvoir 2010; Plumwood 1991). 

 

5.3 Meaningful discrete and ongoing selves 
The transhumanist and death positive ways of understanding what a ‘self’ is, seems to spring 

out from a sense of what embodiment means for selfhood. A way we can investigate this is 

through the transformations that transhumanism and death positivity encourage in conquering 

or accepting death. We can pose this as a question of “would it be me?” (O’Connell 2017, 

61), what happens to the self as it meets death in the preferred ways of the two movements.  
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This enables a discussion of whether there exists a self that is sustainable outside an 

individual body; such an understanding sharply differs from definitions of selfhood that 

prevail as an inheritance of the Cartesian mind/body split.  

In transhumanism, the premise is that keeping a neural framework intact in some way 

would guarantee a preservation of a you, the mental ‘you’, a brain in a vat. The seat of ‘you’ 

is your mind, even if that mind is an effect rather than a bounded unit. Much of the 

transhumanist refusal of death is rooted in the loss of self—the thesis of finality (Plumwood 

2012, 95)—particularly a conscious self.  Even if we do not know whether the conscious self 

would be possible to revive or remap on a different substrate than our particular brains, it is a 

proposed solution to the problem of death by transhumanism that takes as a premise that 

progress in the future will allow it. The self is boundless in its potential for meaning into the 

future, quite like how Becker describes the heroic subject. The self is essentially a structure 

of meaning in this understanding. This presumes a general selfhood of sorts, a kind of way of 

being a self that is not related to the individual per se but a similar structure that exists 

between all those who have ‘selves’. This structure can be kept as the self is moved, and thus 

the ‘you’ remains. The valuable self is an individualized structure on the level of the mental, 

even as it defies a particular existence.   

To oppose rational and atomized selves that fortify difference and justify the inequal 

treatment of others, Plumwood appeals to a model of self that she calls “self-in-relationship” 

(1991, 20), which posits that selves have essential interests in common, rather than these 

being incidental interests that overlap between disconnected individuals. Death serves as a 

vehicle for death positivity to affirm this kind of relationship to others, especially as those 

who are othered are called upon to unite in their struggle for good deaths. But it also goes 

much further than that. 

In death positivity, some of the appeal given to ecological burial is the idea that the 

molecular ‘you’ would be transferred to other beings, not as a conscious self but a continued 

material self that is scattered and ‘in’ everything (Doughty 2017, 108). The ‘you’ of the ‘self’ 

is continued through the nourishment of other, a sort of you-within-other, other-via-you. The 

death positive human should seek to fulfill this role as a valuable necrocitizen. This is beyond 

the “self-in-relationship” that Plumwood suggests above, although it matters to death 

positivity because these share an idea of mutual essential interests that permeate all others—

the ability to live, fully in one’s individuality and yet sustainably in relation to the world. This 

self is com-postist in the truest Harawayan way, materially nourishing others in mutual co-

becoming that does not center the one or its other (Haraway 2016, 11). In death positivity, the 
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potential for further life is not for and in the self, but for and in the other. This too presumes a 

larger structure of connectedness, of ongoingness as Haraway suggests, but it doesn’t 

presume that the benefactors of your bodily donation is a self as much as it reinscribes the 

self in a connected network to selves and non-selves. The fungi and worms that eat a corpse 

might not have a self in the sense we operate with it for humans, but they have value in a 

cyclical network that can re-sustain other selves who are, for example, human. Their value is 

rooted at the level that one’s dead body may nourish it, as well as for the benefits that might 

incur of others whose nourishment is not so direct, but for example a human breathing the 

oxygen a tree produces.  

 

5.4 One foot in nature  
The concept of nature is essential in the constructions of many of this thesis’ other concepts, 

such as the self and the body, and of course death. It functions as a way to delimit what it 

means to be human, but it operates in different ways between the theories and in the 

employment of the two movements.  

Plumwood works against a Western understanding of nature as separate from being 

human, ontologically different (1991, 10). She posits that the dualism nature/human is 

premised on the prioritization of rationality, of the rational as transcendence from nature, 

which is “alien and usually hostile and inferior” (11). The mutually exclusive character of 

these allows the structuring of ‘others’ as less valuable based in the prioritization of 

rationality—“the natural world itself […] [has] been denied [its] virtue and been accorded an 

inferior and merely instrumental position” (1991, 6). Transhumanism certainly embodies 

some of the characteristics that Plumwood outlines here, with its interest in achieving mastery 

of the biological body (More 2013a) and its understanding of the natural body as merely 

functional in the formation of the self. The devaluation of nature thus figures as the root of 

the problem to anthropocentrism, of which tranhumanism is an example, in the understanding 

that Plumwood suggests. “The defense against nature” that Ariès (1991, 603) takes as one of 

the four criteria for periods of death also fits with Plumwood’s assertions here; for 

transhumanism, death is the ultimate representation of the fallible natural body, and they seek 

to transcend this anchoring in the natural by eradicating (involuntary) death.  

Becker’s concept “individuality within finitude” (1973, 26) gives an understanding of 

the human with one foot in the natural and one foot in the symbolic. The concept asserts that 

the tension between these is what makes us fearful of death and liable to turn away from the 
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mortal that nature represents, but it is also what makes us meaningfully human. There is a 

continual renegotiation away from the natural, and Becker presents this as a question of 

living authentically—to not acknowledge the natural origins of the human is a falsehood, a 

function of narcissism (283-84). Death positivity aligns with this when it comes to their 

understanding of why death is taboo, that it is a function of denial, but roots it in Ariès’ 

understanding of the institutions that make death invisible. However, unlike Becker whose 

basis for the psychological denial of nature is a general human subject, they say that death 

being repressed matters not only because it is a lie, but because the lie makes death affect 

different people unequally. These thus give different reasons for why nature and its 

representative ‘death’ must be recognized. On this basis, I would argue that death positivity 

has feminist potential for questions of inequality, because they keep difference as the 

structuring interest for why death must be reclaimed.  

 

5.5 Chaos/order  
Donna Haraway’s concept ‘staying with the trouble’ suggests a solution to anthropocentric 

domination and its problems that erase difference. In Plumwood’s words, “[i]t is the refusal 

to deny the dilemma in which we are implicated in this life, a refusal to take the way of bad 

faith, moral supremacy, or self-deception which constitutes a radical challenge to our 

relationship to our food” (Plumwood 2012, 61), and consequently, ourselves and our 

humanity. A dichotomy that arises from this idea is chaos and order; staying with the trouble 

is a refusal of simplification, that which orders the abject in neat forms to not challenge 

human self-understanding and expansion. Transhumanism and death positivity are both 

interested in controlling death to a certain extent, but in very different ways.  

Death is seen as chaos in several ways in this thesis. It figures as the abject, the 

repulsive and messy that both is and is not crucial to the human at the same time. In this 

context, we can talk about a ‘yuck factor’, or appeal to disgust, (Broderick 2013) to both 

death positive and transhumanist means of achieving their goals, as well as the end goals 

themselves. The ‘yuck factor’ is an appeal to the moral rightness of being repulsed, it 

suggests that those things that are abjected should remain expulsed for a reason. The ‘yuck 

factor’ is a way to name the liminal impulses that drive abjection.  

The ‘yuck factor’ applies to death positivity as it attempts to embrace that abject 

figure, the corpse, and the abjected realization of human mortality and embodiment. It is in 

line with conventional expressions of death as a taboo, where even being interested in the 
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morbid, the objects of death and death as a subject, is disallowed. Being interested in the 

morbid takes on a moral dimension because of its association with the taboo, with the abject. 

Death needs mediation in order to be discussed in modern society, reflected by its highly 

specialized nature and its association to the medical (Ariès 1991; Mitford 1963). Death 

positivity rejects this and instead reappropriates being abject by relishing eventual 

decomposition as feminist resistance to normative views of the body (Doughty 2017, 136). 

The power of the taboo is framed in the positive, as an empowering force, rather than a 

dizzying horror that constitutes a struggle, as Kristeva describes it. Chaos, or staying with the 

trouble, becomes a feminist impetus for death positivity. The movement springs from ways of 

controlling chaos for those who are unequally subjected to it in life, but in death chaos 

becomes a freedom from the normative strictures of existence, especially gendered existence. 

Embodying the abject is a source of power in death positivity. 

Transhumanist Damien Broderick decries criticism of transhumanist ideals as a 

function of the yuck factor (2013). Immortality, despite its function as scaffold holding up up 

the meaningful human according to Becker, is also a concept that illicits unease. For 

example, O’Connell’s book, To Be a Machine, explicitly refers throughout to the author’s 

ambivalence and sometimes outright feelings of uncanniness and unease around the many 

transhumanist scenarios he finds himself in. More also says, quoted in O’Connell, that he 

early on met discouragement from doing work on cryonics, citing the example of his PhD 

dissertation advisor who called the idea “ghastly” (2017, 36). This uneasy relationship to 

immortality reflects an underlying understanding of the human as essentially mortal, perhaps, 

even if discussion about that mortality is somewhat lacking in the mainstream discourse of 

death. 

Death does not only represent chaos, because the figure of the dead can also order 

borders and time, like Laqueur argues. It seemingly also orders the human, especially in 

Becker and Kristeva’s uses of it as a liminal tool for the difference between the meaningless 

natural and the meaningful human. Death as abject is thus both order and chaos; it represents 

the chaotic, but the chaotic somehow delineates us despite its overflowing character. The 

concept of death serves a dual function in the chaotic and orderly, which makes it so 

productive to consider being human from.  
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5.6 Power and positivity 
Another key commonality between transhumanism and death positivity is outreach and 

awareness activities. Transhumanist-inspired ideas, if not outright transhumanism, are part of 

large multinational conglomerates such as Google (through its subsidiary Calico), and on the 

radar of people with significant power such as PayPal founder Peter Thiel, Tesla and SpaceX’ 

Elon Musk, and Bill Gates (O’Connell 2017, 78). The increased specialization of death from 

a medicalized perspective continues with the activities transhumanism advocates, especially 

cryogenics as a reparative tool for age and impending death. There is also an important 

resource factor to this; having access to these types of technologies requires money—this is 

not a factor transhumanism elaborates.  

 Death positivity does not enjoy the same kind of positionality as transhumanism, but 

it has a wide reach as an online movement. Death positivity is also more activist and less 

professionalized than transhumanist initiatives. The question of access to resources is 

important to death positivity and frequently discussed, exemplified by Doughty’s agreement 

with Mitford that increased commodification in death is an important part of it’s invisibility. 

Death positivity also aims to let families care for their dead, not just because it is a 

recuperation of death for women, but also because the many specialized medical procedures 

in modern American death, such as embalming, makes bereavement prohibitively expensive 

(Doughty 2017, 234).  

It is key to remind ourselves that these two movements have different access to 

power, as well, both due to how they deal with death (narratives of triumph over death are 

more popular than narratives of death’s necessity) as well as due to their alignment with 

particular or universalized selves in a way that aligns with common understandings of the 

self. Even the way the two movements present themselves have consequences for their 

accessibility—death positivity is more tabloid in its form by way of the internet and 

popcultural books on death, while transhumanism resides in the professional and academic 

spheres, like the Future of Humanity Institute. Subsumed in the aspects of this theme of 

advocacy and activism are knowledge and accessibility, which shape their conceptions of 

justice.  

Both groups use the idea of optimism or positivity as an attitude that shapes their 

philosophical themes. By this I mean that Max More describes transhumanism as 

“practically/dynamically optimist” (More 2013b, 10), as discussed in chapter 3, and that 

death positivity visibly take on a jarring juxtaposition of words as to be recognizable and 



99 
 

effectively transmit their central concern. But optimism and positivity are not the same—let 

us take for example the dead body, the corpse. In transhumanism ideas of conquering death, 

cryonics, or the freezing of human bodies to preserve their selves (in the event that mind 

uploading is not accessible), is one it shares with mainstream ideas of the future. This is so 

typical as to be a trope in sci-fi narratives. The storage of frozen bodies has its closest 

comparable perhaps to the idea that underlines the embalming of corpses, which means 

keeping what is essentially an inert and dead human as lifelike as possible given the 

circumstances. But in the case of transhumanism, cryonics is founded on a hope that operates 

on the surface of a potential future, as progress that will inevitably make reviving someone’s 

self possible, whereas embalming is trying to keep the body as lifelike as possible in a 

physical sense, even if all hope of revivification is lost. Embalming is also a practice death 

positivity rejects as harmful, because of its effects on nature after it is buried or cremated, as 

well as its effect as a rejection of death. These kinds of ideas about how to treat the dead body 

have implications for where transhumanism and death positivity understand the locus of 

necropolitical power, the power to decide who lives and who dies (Mbembe 2003, 11). 

Transhumanism does not problematize the use of resources that for example cryonics poses, 

because the expansive, heroic self that Becker suggests and which transhumanism to a large 

degree aligns with, is justified in the resource use. Death is what is almighty in this equation, 

totalizingly obliterative, and any means to conquer it therefore allowed and encouraged. This 

is also propelled by the moral associations to illness and death (Kellehear 2009; Strange 

2009). The shadow of the abject threatens the very existence of man. Contrast this with death 

positivity which problematizes the attempt at clingling to life even in death that embalming 

represents, the reinstating of vitality where there is none. They reject this as a representation 

of human self-deception, as an expression of those mechanisms that define us oppositionally 

to death, and hold these as harmful to our co-becoming with and ongoingness with human 

and non-human others (Haraway 2016). 

 

5.7 Harm/reduction  
A commonality between transhumanist thought and death positive thought is the centrality of 

harm and harm reduction in their philosophies. As outlined in the introduction to this chapter, 

both movements hold the belief that death causes harm, but they disagree at what level this 

happens and whether that harm is inescapable or not.  
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The “Transhumanist Declaration (2012)” has “[overcoming] involuntary suffering” 

(Various 2013, 54) through science and technology as part of its first tenet. This involuntary 

suffering is connected to the body as it represents being tied to ‘nature’, where nature is 

material existence within finitude (Becker 1973). One of O’Connells informants state that 

they’re “trapped in the wrong body because I’m trapped in a body. All bodies are the wrong 

body” (2017, 158). Bodies are ‘wrong’ because they are situated in nature—despite its focus 

on technology, transhumanism recognizes the interrelated relationship the human has with 

nature, but they deny any value to this or that it ought to continue this way—because the 

natural body is “[...] vulnerable to disease and damage, [...] glorious, yet deeply flawed” 

(More 2013a, 449). This is the stuff involuntary suffering is made up of.  

The idea of involuntary and, implicitly, voluntary suffering is a theme that is 

dominant in death positive thinking as well, but there it is formulated as optional and non-

optional suffering (Vatomsky 2017). The difference is subtle, but significant—according to 

transhumanist thought, suffering can be overcome, and choosing to remain in pain is a 

choice; according to death positivity, some suffering is avoidable, and other suffering is not. 

This difference says something about the underlying drives and expectations of the respective 

activisms. Involuntary suffering is not begotten by choice, but it can be overcome through 

active choices such as using morphological freedom. Voluntary suffering, although not 

explicitly mentioned in the “Transhumanist Declaration (2012)”, seems to encompass willful 

ignorance and resistance to those remedies that are proposed by transhumanism. It is the evil 

of choosing away meaning. Aubrey de Grey calls it the bioconservative fallacy (2013, 218), 

the choice to embrace aging and death as natural, and to not see it as an amoral function of 

the world. De Grey states that  

 

shortly we will, at long last, arrive at the collective realization that death of the old is 

as barbaric as the death of the ethnically unfamiliar. Those who defend our current 

amorality in this regard will be consigned to the same dark corners of history as those 

who defended ethnic “cleansing” in centuries past. (2013, 217) 

 

De Grey makes the argument that to allow the death of the elderly is ageist, and that life 

extension, and cognitive and physical enhancements are makers of equality. He criticizes 

inaction that doesn’t take technology in this direction, and says we should not “adopt the 

precautionary principle with regard to life extension and avoid developing it because we are 

uncertain whether it will benefit mankind” (de Grey 2013, 218). In de Grey’s view, 
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harm/reduction is such a pressing motive that there is no time to delay potential new life-

enhancing technologies.  

On the other side, death positive activism seeks harm reduction through dealing with 

death before it happens, both at the individual level and at the social level. They make a case 

for the alleviation of pain through confrontation and increased preparedness for death. This 

harm reduction concentrates on three aspects. The environment, through things such as 

sustainability in funeral practices and reducing pollution in both the dead body as an object 

and in the processes of ridding of the dead body. There’s the focus on harm-reduction for the 

self and the psyche—individuals need to engage with death before death engages with them, 

so to speak, to facilitate better grounds for grieving healthily and sufficiently without being 

burdened/burdening others by death bureaucracy. This ties in to the last aspect, which is the 

interpersonal or relational aspect of harm-reduction. This again is on both the individual 

level, with how to deal with bereavement, but also for those in active situations of disease or 

dying (stages of palliative care, for instance) where an engagement with death can enable 

these individuals to participate in society, that their presence does not become a taboo 

reminder of death. There’s a sense of preserving vitality through the representation of a dying 

person. Death positivity does not want to sequester the dying away, as described in Ariès’ 

‘Invisible Death’ in chapter 2, and they actively take a stance oppositional to narratives of 

disappearance as described by Laqueur (2015, 14). 

This comparison is particularly interesting because it shows what transhumanist and 

death positive thought are concerned with, respectively: transhumanism with the human 

body’s (or even human nature’s) limitations as exemplified by the fact that we are mortal; 

death positivity with societal suffering caused by the inability to face mortality and accept 

death.  

 

5.8 Techno-futures 
Death and disenfranchisement transforms our relation to temporality, and consequently also 

to other dimensions of life. Death is always a future prospect, infinitely referred impossible to 

reconcile with being meaningfully human, as Becker asserts. Leen Van Brussel tells us that 

“[o]ne key debate illustrating the instability of the definition of the moment of death is 

centered around the question of whether death-as-an-end should be articulated as a process or 

an event” (2014, 2). Laqueur’s concept of social death and biological death bridges this gap 
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and allows thinking with both death as process and death as event, as having a diachronic and 

synchronic existence.  

Transhumanism assumes a chronological linearity in its tale of the human, which is 

inherited from its rooting in humanist grand-narrative structure understandings of the world 

(Plumwood 1991), which presuppose an inevitability to human progress based in its creative 

capacities (More 2013b, 4). This understanding of time, and consequently the future, 

prioritizes longevity. The future is per definition an unreachable moment, but science- and 

techno-optimism makes it a utopian stretch goal. Haraway’s feminist posthumanism positions 

itself against this: “[i]n urgent times, many of us are tempted to address trouble in terms of 

making an imagined future safe [...]. Staying with the trouble does not require such a 

relationship to times called the future (2016, 1)”. That is not to say that imagining utopias is 

necessarily antithetical to feminist posthumanism; the potential of speculating in futures is a 

central figure in Haraway’s concept of ‘SF’. To some extent, transhumanism does engage in 

SF thinking, but not for the same goal as Haraway. She says that SF it cannot be an 

alternative to engaging with the here and now because it so easily results in the reification 

and justifications of oppression in the name of that speculative future. The speculations must 

give us genuine equalizing possibilities, options that serve all particulars in their inherently 

related interests (Plumwood 1991). Optimism about the future must not delay the 

consequences of what we are doing now, today, to ourselves and our others in the hope that 

they might be solved by illusory prospects. A society that allows us to imagine that dying is 

an if, and not a when, begets unsustainable attitudes towards death and its destructive 

potential. 

The transhumanist ‘vessel’ to the future is technology, but death positivity also 

proposes technologies that are interesting to deadly futures—like aquamation or fungi suits. 

Why is the potentials of death positive technology not seen as exciting? Working with 

organics is a kind of technology that seems to slip for transhumanism, even as they remodel 

the body. There seems to be a separation of ‘true tech’ contra biological tech usage, based in 

its optimist futuristic potential that pulls it away from the natural. If we go back to 

Plumwood’s theory of separation between nature and technology—the discontinuity problem 

(1991, 10)—we have a possible answer for why death positive tech is not accorded as much 

space as transhumanist technology—we can’t meet the meat, or our animal like selves; also, 

it’s not ‘optimist’ to recognize death, it’s frightening, per abjection.  
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5.9 Summary remarks 
This chapter considers some commonalities in themes that arise from the two movements 

transhumanism and death positivity. I examine how gender, ‘the body’, ‘the self’, and 

‘nature’ take on different characteristics in the movements utilization of them alongside 

death. I also derive some common motifs between the movements, such as chaos/order, 

positivity/optimism, harm/harm reduction, and the future, and discuss these alongside the 

theory I presented in chapter 2. Through my deliberation, I lean on an understanding that 

death positivity tries to negotiate how to be human through practices of death, while 

transhumanism tries to negotiate death away from being human. This understanding arises 

from my considerations in previous chapters.  

To engage with injustice in deaht, communication emerges as a solution to the 

problems of anthropocentrism, based on what feminist posthumanism suggests. But not just 

the communication of speech/rationality, based in human self-awareness (Various 2013) and 

construction of meaning (Becker 1973), but emotional communication and multispecies 

communication. This is a rooted communication, to borrow inspiration from Haraway; 

reparative communication needs to be like a network of roots that reaches into the matter and 

spreads inside, not on, the material, in it and of it. Plumwood additionally suggests that 

“communicative relationships open up new moral possibilities for organising life in ways that 

can negotiate conflicts of interests, build agreement, trust and mutuality, and avoid 

instrumentalism and the imposition of the will of one party on the other by force” (2012, 65). 

This is a practice of ‘staying with the trouble’, “a vision of the emergence of communicative 

forms of relationships as victorious alternatives to forms based on violence, domination and 

terror” (Plumwood 2012, 56). 
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6  Conclusion  
 
At the outset of my research for this thesis, I had few ideas of how death figured in 

constructions of gender. It had never ocurred to me, in the same way it has never occurred to 

many that I speak with about this subject, that the ways we are marked by difference in life 

matters for how we die. This could be either because death is a phenomenon we avoid 

thinking about, relegated to the shadowy realms of identity, or because we are compelled to 

deny our difference in meetings with death, focusing on the singuarly individual as 

undertaking a heroic journey (Becker 1973). Either way, this becomes a problem when we do 

not acknowledge the uneven ways necropolitics affect humanity and its others, both people 

marked by difference and non-human others (Mbembe 2013). Death and its dead make our 

social worlds (Laqueur 2015), but death is still curiously absent as a phenomenon in the 

modern Western/Global North public (Ariès 1991). To combat the unequal impact of 

necropolitics, we need to start by tackling death.  

In the beginning of this thesis, I asked the questions: how can death be a gendered 

phenomenon, and what are some implications of death being gendered for feminist questions 

of justice? I answer these by contending that death can be a gendered phenomenon through 

the ways it is connected to constituting human being. This happens, likely among other things 

not explored in this thesis, through how bodies are gendered and othered (de Beauvoir 2010), 

nature is gendered through its materiality (Plumwood 1991), and by the ways some selves are 

accorded precedence through gendering processes (Plumwood 2012; Haraway 2017). Even 

the process of becoming meaningfully human in opposition to death is gendered, in the the 

framework of psychoanalysis (Kristeva 1982).  

I argue that transhumanism, from its humanist roots, takes a subject that is 

anthropocentric, even as it seeks a new modality of being human. This is entrenched in 

transhumanist goals of outpacing the natural body, and the centering of a self which first and 

foremost is an expansion of the meaningful human figure. Transhumanism is established in 

places of considerable institutional and therefore definitional power, and as such have real 

effects on the developments of atittudes to death. They occupy a somewhat radical position as 

a death discourse, revolutionary in the challenge they pose to death, but still in line with 

certain mainstream depictions of the future and the self. I indicate that this type of self is a 

problem to challenging anthropogenic climate change, as well as necropolitical injustice that 

affects those marked by difference and otherness. 
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I present death positivity as an alternative way of approaching death to 

transhumanism. This movement is very concerned with unequal access to death, by which I 

mean the possibility of participating in its discursive construction, and for the individual as a 

way of exerting autonomy in their life. Death positivity is especially mindful of how 

difference and otherness serves as a mechanism to unequal exertion of necropolitical power, 

and it seeks to empower the subjects of this otherness by accepting death in life. It is not 

perfect as a system to challenge the anthropocentric self, as it offers functional readings of 

otherness rather than engaging with their problems, and can be said to have a somewhat 

naturalizing tendency. However, it still offers a possibility of feminist posthumanist partial 

recuperation (Haraway 2016) 

Why does understanding gender and death together matter? The implications of death 

being gendered is the ways in which that shapes necropolitical exertion of power. This 

question matters for the individual, for the recognition of and the ability to live from 

difference and the material realities of that difference rather than continued denial of those in 

order to live what is deemed a fully valuable life. It also matters for the impact that non-

differentiated self makes on the model for ideal human being, and its continued expansion of 

a self as a proprietor of the environment that justifies its domination. At the behest of feminist 

posthumanism, we need to put the self ‘back’ into the body, remind it of its material roots, in 

order to save the environment and those material platforms that enable our very existence. 

This is not to essentialize those things that make us different, others, but to acknowledge this 

as a process that happens and that has real world implications. The world has a real problem 

of unequal access to liberation available in meeting with the abject, our creatureliness, our 

meat. The disproportionate effect of environmental collapse on marginalized communities as 

a result of our denial of our effect on the world, our ongoingness with the carbon cycles of 

the world, are also of critical importance.  

 Whether or not death actually is invisible matters less than what to do with the ways 

we deal with death, materially. As Donna Haraway states: “How to address the urgency [of 

collapse in the Anthropocene] is the question that must burn for staying with the trouble” 

(2016, 6).  Death positivity offers one such possibility—which I argue is more sustainable 

than transhumanism—in approaching ‘nature’, ‘the self’, and ‘the body’ as a practice of 

feminist posthumanist shearing of boundaries, through their reworking of attitudes to death. 

Death allows us to poke at the many unstable relationships these concepts have, and consider 

their relationships to power and difference that makes inequality.  
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6.1 Fruitful future investigations  
Since death is such a vast topic, per the opening epigraph, there were many possible research 

projects I could have undertaken in writing this thesis. I chose to compare transhumanism and 

death positivity through ‘nature’, ‘the self’ and ‘the body’ because these reemerged again and 

again as I went through the material. I want to indicate some potential projects and alternative 

angles that could be fruitful to inform further investigations of death, the movements and 

their understandings of being human.  

Using care ethics to discuss the ways in which alleviating harm in the two movements 

can be seen as gendered expressions of care would be one such. Acknowledging death as care 

in death positivity versus death as violence in transhumanism might also be an angle where 

care ethics could serve as an illuminative lens.  

I make some motions towards it when discussing moral valuations of death, but 

illness and disability studies would be another fruitful complementary discipline to the 

discussion of these two movements, as well as the gendering and othering of death. Monster 

studies might also make fruitful connections with this field, especially to consider how the 

figure of death is represented in gendered ways.  

A third possible lens to investigate death positivity and transhumanism from is queer 

studies. This is already established as a subfield with one foot in thanatology and another in 

queer theory. I want to make a gesture to the Queer Death Studies Network here, which is 

situated in the Nordic countries but which has connections beyond that sphere. It operates 

with queerness both as a category of difference, and as a methodological impetus for 

unsettling normative frameworks (Radomska, Mehrabi and Lykke 2019, 5). Donna Haraway 

asserts that making kin is a queer way of doing relations in ongoingess, rejecting the 

compulsory heteronormative structures of blood relations and state sanctioned relationships. 

Queer death studies might give new insights into how feminist posthumanism can work with 

or against the understandings of ‘nature’, ‘the body’, and ‘the self’ that death positivity and 

transhumanism represent.  

As for this thesis, I have ultimatly presented the argument that something needs to be 

done, sooner than later, and that death positivity, while far from perfect, offers a pocket of 

partial recuperation, a practice of staying with the trouble that death poses to us all.  
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