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A Genealogy of Death Denial 
 

Martin Robert and Laura Tradii 

 

 

Abstract: The following is a two-part article on the ‘death-denial’ thesis, 

namely the assumption that modern Western societies seek to deny and 

conceal the reality of death. The first part of the article gives a 

chronological overview of Anglophone and French literature on the 

thesis, focussing on its development and pervasiveness in the 

disciplines of history and sociology. In the second part of the article, 

published in a subsequent issue of this journal, we summarise the 

critiques to the said thesis. We also assess its present state in the social 

sciences and point to new paths for the future of death studies.  

 

 

 

Part I. 

The Death-Denial Thesis in Social Sciences 

 

 

This paper discusses the development of the death-denial thesis, namely the assumption that 

modern Western society denies the reality of death. Our focus is on the evolution of the thesis 

in the fields of history and sociology. This disciplinary choice has been determined by some 

important factors. First of all, although we specialise in History and Anthropology, we noticed 

how pervasive the thesis has been in both our disciplines, and how the concept of death-denial 

has effectively dominated scholarly explorations of death and death rituals in modern Western 

societies. Moreover, most sources discussing death denial credit Geoffrey Gorer and Philippe 

Ariès, who respectively make a sociological and a historical argument about the denial of death 

in the West, with the formulation of the narrative. As it will become manifest in the paper, the 

argument that death is being denied in contemporary society implies a historical claim about 

https://doi-org.ezproxy-prd.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/10.1080/13576275.2017.1415319
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the past, an assumption about the dissolution of a precedent social, cultural, and symbolic order. 

Sociology and history are thus the disciplines concerned with the temporal dimensions included 

in the narrative. Finally, although we will primarily focus on the evolution of the concept in 

the above mentioned disciplines, we will also take into account the psychoanalytical roots of 

the narrative. 

 

 

A disclaimer also needs to be made about the terminological plethora employed to 

qualify “death denial.” In the course of the paper, we used “thesis,” “narrative,” and “view” 

almost interchangeably, for in such way they have tended to be used by the abundant literature 

available on the topic. We believe that this variety of definitions reflects the semantic looseness 

of the concept itself. 

When a translation from French to English was not available, we translated to the best 

of our abilities the quotations that we used. Our goal remains to provide an overview of 

Francophone and Anglophone scholarship that often work in parallel with one another. The 

article is divided into two main parts. The first one deals with the genealogy of the death-denial 

thesis, presenting a chronology of its formulation and repercussions on the ways in which 

intellectuals in Europe and North America have understood the relationship between Western 

society and mortality. The second part of our article will be published in a subsequent issue of 

this journal. It covers the main lines of critique directed to the death-denial thesis during the 

past quarter of a century, pointing to a shift in death studies through which death came to be 

seen no longer as taboo and repressed. We argue that this shift has enabled new explorations 

towards a history of death-related practices, making the death-denial thesis obsolete or 

altogether counterproductive.  
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Origins of socio-historical interest in death (1919-1930s) 

 

In 1919, the topic of death entered the discipline of history when Dutch historian Johan 

Huizinga published his book The Waning of the Middle Ages.1 Although Huizinga had initially 

intended to contextualise the paintings of Jan Van Eyck, he ended up grasping an entire age 

and its dynamic of decline through the study of cultural productions.2 Through art history, 

Huizinga delved into what would later have been called “mentalities” by French scholarship. 

The book’s eleventh chapter, entitled “A Vision of Death,” covered the common image of death 

in France and the Netherlands in the 14th and 15th centuries. This period was marked by the 

most important bubonic plague epidemic in history (1347-1352) and by the Hundred Years’ 

War (1337-1453). Huizinga’s main point of focus was cultural decay, and he discussed, if 

briefly, medieval depictions of death (such as the danse macabre, the Legend of the Three 

Living and the Three Dead) because late medieval artists often portrayed them. Huizinga thus 

revealed that the waning of the Middle Ages crafted the macabre. 

Lucien Febvre and Marc Bloch, founders of the École des Annales in France, would 

later inherit the cultural approach to history exemplified by Huizinga’s works3, and French 

historians Philippe Ariès, Michel Vovelle and Roger Chartier credited him for catalysing 

efforts to write a history of death in Europe.4  

 
1 The book originally appeared in dutch as Herfsttij der Middeleeuwen, the english translation came in 1924 and 

the french translation, in 1932. It is the book that brings to Huizinga his first intellectual fame. 
2 Its original edition immediately followed the First World War. We might be tempted to attribute its cultural 

pessimism to this coincidence. Yet Huizinga first had the idea to study the waning of Middle Ages in 1907. 

See : Fritz W. N. Hugenholtz, « Le Déclin du Moyen Âge, 1919-1969 «, Acta Historiae Neerlandica, V, Brill, 

1971, p. 40-51. For an account of the critical reception of the book, see : Fritz W. N. Hugenholtz, « The Fame of 

a Masterwork «, W. R. H. Koops et al. (dir.), Johan Huizinga 1872-1972, Springer Netherlands, 1973, p. 91-

103. 
3 André Burguière, « Histoire d’une histoire : la naissance des Annales «, Annales. Économies, Sociétés, 

Civilisations, vol. 34, no. 6, 1979, p. 1351. 
4 Phlippe Ariès, « Huizinga et les thèmes macabres «, dans Johan Huizinga, 1872-1972, W. R. H. Koops et al. 

(dir.), La Haye, Martinus Nijhoff, 1973, p. 104-115. See also: Philippe Ariès, « La mort inversée: le changement 

des attitudes devant la mort dans les sociétés occidentales «, European Journal of Sociology / Archives 

Européennes de Sociologie / Europäisches Archiv für Soziologie, vol. 8, no. 2, 1967, p. 169 ; Roger Chartier, « 

Les arts de mourir, 1450-1600 «, Annales. Économies, Sociétés, Civilisations, vol. 31, no. 1, 1976. p. 51 ; 
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The fifteenth century with its macabre art, along with the morbid sensibility typical of 

the nineteenth century, rapidly became two privileged centres of attention for the European 

historians of death. Italian and American historians have particularly contributed to the 

elaboration of this chronology. In 1930, Mario Praz published a book on the erotico-macabre 

sensibility in nineteenth-century Italian, English, and French literature.5 Translated from Italian 

into English three years later, this book appeared in French only in 1977, when the history of 

death peaked in France. Several historians including Philippe Ariès, Bruno Bertherat, Thomas 

A. Kselman and Anne Carol, have acknowledged Praz's contribution to the history of death.6 

In 1934, Leonard P. Kurtz published The Dance of Death and the Macabre Spirit in 

European Literature. The book discussed the evolution and development of the Dance 

Macabre, with a particular focus on its humorous aspects in both art and literature. The author 

discussed how the macabre spirit which characterised the medieval dances had repercussions 

in the artistic production of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and even twentieth century. When, in 

1950, University of Glasgow lecturer James M. Clark published a comprehensive survey of the 

Danses Macabres in Europe, he claimed that no authoritative account on the topic had been 

published in English until then, although he was aware of Kurtz’s work.7 Clark’s study focused 

especially on fifteenth and sixteenth century depictions of the Dance of Death, and intentionally 

left out its “new vogue” in the nineteenth century, considering those works mostly derivative.8  

 
Michel Vovelle, « Les Attitudes devant la mort, front actuel de l'histoire des mentalités «, Archives de sciences 

sociales des religions, vol. 39, no. 1, 1975, p. 17. 
5 Mario Praz, La carne, la morte e il diavolo nella letteratura romantica, 1930, Milan-Rome, La Cultura, 505 p. 

Translated in english by Angus Davidson as The Romantic Agony, London, Humphrey Milford, 1933, 454 p.  
6 Philippe Ariès, « Huizinga et les thèmes macabres «, op. cit., p. 246; Bruno Bertherat, « La mort de l’historien 

(France, XIXe siècle) «, Travailler ensemble? Des disciplines aux sciences sociales, Christian Chevandier (dir.), 

Rouen, Presses universitaires de Rouen et du Havre, 2014, p. 55; Thomas A. Kselman, Death and the Afterlife 

in Modern France, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1999, p. 219; Anne Carol and Isabelle Renaudet, « 

Introduction générale «, in La mort à l’œuvre. Usages et représentations du cadavre dans l’art, Aix-en-

Provence, Presses Universitaires de Provence, 2013, p. 6.  
7 . Clark, J., 1950.  The Dance of Death in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Glasgow: Jackson, Son & 

Company. 
8 P.3. 
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At around the time where Clark was writing his book, Franco-Italian historian Alberto 

Tenenti's works were instrumental in introducing the topic of death in historical research in 

France. In 1951, Tenenti published an article on the ars moriendi in the prestigious French 

Annales journal.9 The following year, Tenenti carried on with his research on medieval death 

by publishing a book, which he wrote in French, as a special issue of the Cahiers des Annales, 

thanks to the support of the Marc-Bloch Society.10 Discussing iconography and printed works 

in fifteenth-century Italy and France, the book revisited, with similar purpose, ground covered 

by Huizinga – without, however, citing him. Tenenti thus opened up a field of inquiry on death 

within the "second generation" of the École des Annales, that which succeeded the passing of 

Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre, respectively in 1944 and in 1956.11 Ironically, the latter had 

reviewed the book L’Homme et la mort by French sociologist Edgar Morin that same year and 

had exclaimed : 

 

Ah! If only we could make a good mapping of death – I mean, of customs and 

burial patterns, rites and beliefs surrounding the passage from earthly life to beyond, 

etc. – how happy we would be! But we have nothing worthwhile on the subject – 

nothing but our desires. And it is so much the worse.12 

 

As Praz had done for the nineteenth century, Tenenti contributed to bringing the 

fifteenth century to the forefront of historical research on death in Europe. For three decades 

 
9 Alberto Tenenti, « Ars moriendi : Quelques notes sur le problème de la mort à la fin du XVe siècle «, In 

Annales. Économies, Sociétés, Civilisations, vol. 6, no. 4, 1951. p. 433-446.  
10 Alberto Tenenti, La Vie et la Mort à travers l'art du XVe siècle, Cahiers des Annales no. 8, Paris, Armand 

Colin, 1952. Five years later, another book by Tenenti appeared on the same subject in Italian : Il senso della 

morte e l'amore della vita nel Rinascimento : Francia e Italia, Turin, Einaudi, 1957, 509 p. 
11 Explicitly dedicated to the historical study of mentalities (often translated as “attitudes”), the Annales were 

instituted in Strasbourg at the turn of the 1930s. Mentalities do not refer here, at least not exclusively, to the 

mental content of individuals at a given moment, even if Lucien Febvre did formulate his ambition in the terms 

of a historical psychology. Historians of the Annales were interested in the meanings of social practices over the 

long term. The École des Annales was at the time strongly oriented by demographic and economic approaches, 

and not yet redefined by the arrival of structuralism. See : François Dosse, L’histoire en miettes : des “Annales” 

à la “nouvelle histoire”, Paris, La Découverte, 2010 [1987], 267 p.  
12 Our translation. Lucien Febvre, « La mort dans l'histoire «, Annales. Économies, Sociétés, Civilisations, vol. 

7, no. 2, 1952, p. 224. For a study of the impact of Edgar Morin's book on the historiography of death, see: 

André Burguière, « Le long voyage de ''L’Homme et la Mort'' «, Communications, vol. 82, no. 1, 2008, p. 49-70. 
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in France, mainly through the École des Annales, death remained one of the major fields of 

inquiry for historians of mentalities. As Roger Chartier observed, “Death has gathered the 

attention of historians, as if it provided the mirror in which to recognise the very identity of 

societies, their most secret tensions and their most essential investments.”13 Such revelatory 

power discerned in past and foreign societies elicited a sense of regret in some intellectuals, 

who began to explore what they saw as the relative insignificance of death in contemporary 

European and North-American societies. 

At the turn of the 20th century, scholars from disciplines other than history also turned 

their attention to death. Famously, in 1897, sociologist Émile Durkheim published a study on 

suicide among Catholics and Protestants, in an attempt to account for the different death rates 

between the two religious groups. Despite suicide was generally considered as “an individual 

action affecting the individual only” (p.xliv), Durkheim claimed the topic as a legitimate 

subject for sociological study, arguing that alterations in suicide rates were linked to societal 

changes and different degrees of social integration. Suicide was thus framed as a social, rather 

than exclusively personal or psychological, phenomenon. 

In general, European intellectuals studying death at the time tended to focus on non-

European societies. Robert Hertz, for example, a young French sociologist and philosopher 

who died at an early age in the trenches of the First World War, wrote an essay in 1907 about 

"the collective representation of death.” He based his analyses on the observations he had made 

in Indonesia among the Dayaks of Borneo.14 Hertz employed an “embodied” language to 

discuss the objects and gestures with which these people attended to human corpses. His mentor 

Marcel Mauss, in 1926, also employed an embodied vocabulary to describe the culture of death 

among indigenous peoples of Australia and New Zealand. Contrasted with these ethnographic 

 
13 Our translation. Roger Chartier, « Histoire de la mort et histoire culturelle «, Cahiers de Saint-Maximin, 

collège d'échanges contemporains La Mort aujourd'hui, Marseille, 1982, p. 113. 
14 Robert Hertz, « Contribution à une étude sur les représentations collectives de la mort «, L’Année 

sociologique (1896/1897-1924-1925), tome 10 (1905-1906), p. 48-137. 
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essays, Historian Huizinga’s chapter on European death appears somewhat spiritual, as it left 

aside European practices surrounding dead bodies. Speaking about death in one’s own culture, 

as opposed to that of others, seemed to require a distancing from the physical realities of death 

and cadaver disposal. 

 

Sigmund Freud, Geoffrey Gorer, and Philippe Ariès: the emergence of “death denial” 

 

The notion of death-denial seems to have first appeared in psychoanalysis. In his 

Reflections on War and Death, written at the end of the First World War, Freud remarked: 

  

Our attitude [towards death] had not been a sincere one. To listen to us we were, 

of course, prepared to maintain that death is the necessary termination of life, that 

everyone of us owes nature his death and must be prepared to pay his debt, in short, 

that death was natural, undeniable, and inevitable. In practice we were accustomed 

to act as if matters were quite different. We have shown an unmistakable tendency 

to put death aside, to eliminate it from life. We attempted to hush it up, in fact, we 

have the proverb: to think of something as of death. Of course we meant our own 

death. We cannot, indeed, imagine our own death; whenever we try to do so we 

find that we survive ourselves as spectators. The school of psychoanalysis could 

thus assert that at bottom no one believes in his own death, which amounts to saying: 

in the unconscious every one of us is convinced of his immortality. 15 

 

Modern man and primitive man, Freud argued, have in common a fundamental, 

subconscious inability to believe in the reality of their own death.16 Indeed, both primitive and 

modern humans paradoxically strive to see death as being “natural,” while their religious and 

philosophical beliefs are aimed at evading the prospect of death.17 This is consistent with the 

observation made by early sociologists and anthropologists like Sir James Frazer and Lucien 

 
15 Sigmund Freud, Reflections on War and Death, Moffat, Yard and Company, New York, 1918, p. 41. 
16 Gifford, Sanford. “Some Psychoanalytic Theories About Death: A Selective Historical Review.” Annals of the 

New York Academy of Sciences 164, no. 3 (December 1, 1969): 638–66. doi:10.1111/j.1749-

6632.1969.tb14081.x., pag 639. 
17 Gifford argues that such observations are based on Frazer and Levi-Bruhl, according to whom “primitive man 

cannot conceived death due to “natural” causes, but only as a result of malevolent wishes, rationalized in the 

form of animistic and magic beliefs” (p.639).  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-6632.1969.tb14081.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-6632.1969.tb14081.x
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Lévy-Bruhl. According to the latter, religious and philosophical belief systems emerged out of 

the primitive incapability to come to terms with the incomprehensible reality of death. To quote 

Lévi-Bruhl’s Primitive Mentality, first published in French in 1922: 

 

[…] primitives as a rule do not perceive any difference between a death which is 

the result of old age or disease and a violent death… Therefore every death is an 

accidental one, even death from illness. Or to put it more precisely, no death is, 

since to the primitive mind nothing ever happens by accident, properly speaking.18 

 

According to Freud, the advent of the war caused such primitive character in civilised 

men to become more pronounced. It forced them “again to be heroes who cannot believe in 

their own death.”19  

While the above mentioned contributions already trace a connection between social 

phenomena (such as religion and belief systems) and death denial, the understanding that 

societies as such, as opposed to individuals or to human nature, can be death-denying was 

explicitly formulated in the late 1950s. In a brief article entitled “The Pornography of Death,” 

published in 1955 in the journal Encounter, British anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer famously 

described death as the new taboo of Western society. He observed that conversations about 

death and dying, especially in what concerned their physical realities, were increasingly 

avoided.20 At the turn of the twentieth century, Gorer claimed, the taboos of sex and death had 

been inverted in the public sphere of Western Europe and the United States. Death had become 

the new obscene, and could no longer be shown or spoken of. Sex, on the contrary, had become 

licit and exposed. Gorer supported his impressions with religious and literary allusions, without, 

however, quoting any other study. It is thus unknown whether he was aware of the work of 

 
18 Lévy-Bruhl, Lucien. Primitive Mentality. London, Allen & Unwin, 1923. P.43. 
19 http://www.bartleby.com/282/2.html par.35 and 36. 
20 Geoffrey Gorer, « The Pornography of Death «, Encounter, vol. 5, no. 4, 1955, p. 49-52. Founded in 1953, the 

journal was founded under the aegis of the Congress for Cultural Freedom. 

http://www.bartleby.com/282/2.html%20par.35
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Huizinga, Praz or Tenenti, although his text clearly shows an influence by the Freudian 

tradition.  

Through Gorer’s earlier writings, one gets better insight into the claims of his article. 

In 1934, the author published a history of ideas about the Marquis de Sade. Like Mario Praz, 

he manifested a curiosity about the relationship between desire and death in the modern psyche.  

During the few following years, he also wrote a number of books that reported on his travels 

as an anthropologist in Africa, Indonesia and the Himalayas, where he was particularly 

interested in the practices surrounding death among indigenous peoples. It has become obvious 

in retrospect that Gorer's article initiated a shift in the historiography of European death. By 

claiming that death no longer generates a social bond nor has any spiritual significance – that 

death is denied, he gave a contemporary destination to this history. 

In 1965, Gorer published a book to supplement “The Pornography of Death.” In Death, 

Grief and Mourning in Contemporary Britain, he presented the results of an extensive survey 

he had conducted in 1963 on the relationship to death of a diverse sample of adults in British 

society.21 Gorer documented the dissolution of mourning customs: he argued that an increasing 

number of people died in hospitals, many of whom, suffering from terminal illness, were kept 

from knowing that they were going to die. This reluctance to talk about death was particularly 

evident in the attitudes of parents, who often recurred to euphemisms or fairy-tales to 

communicate the death of a loved-one to children. “Social ritual” Gorer wrote, “no longer gives 

guidance to the behaviour of either the mourners themselves or the people who come into 

contact with them” (p.54).   

French historian Philippe Ariès published an enthusiastic review of Gorer’s book. Ariès 

was keeping up to date with academic works published in the United States, and connected 

 
21 Geoffrey Gorer, Death, Grief and Mourning in Contemporary Britain, Londres, The Cresset Press, 1965, 

184 p. Gorer apparently had the idea of the book by observing the mourning of his relatives after the death of his 

brother in 1961. 
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Gorer's work to the interest in death which he had noticed among various American authors.22 

Gorer’s book assumed for Ariès no less than the "value of a sign." 23 In an article he published 

the following year on the history of death, Ariès credited Gorer for having "said almost 

everything" on the subject, and for having been "the first to understand that some facts, 

neglected, or misinterpreted by humanist morals, constituted indeed an attitude towards death 

characteristic of industrial societies."24 

Ariès had studied the history of death before he came across Gorer’s works. As early 

as 1949, while studying historical demography, he published Les attitudes devant la vie et 

devant la mort du XVIIe au XIXe siècle.25 Increased control of fertility and interventions to 

lengthen human existence in the eighteenth century participated, in his view, to the same 

historical movement aimed at repelling death.26  He would become the historian who would 

have given the most powerful echo to Gorer's ideas on death-denial. 

In the United States, the writings of Ariès met with great success. Already in 1967, he 

assumed that the American society was the most advanced in terms of the cultural denial of 

death. At the same time, he thought that the United States could strongly influence the future 

of Western attitudes towards death. This might explain why in 1974 he published his first 

 
22 He mentions: Evelyn Waugh, The Loved One: An Anglo-American Tragedy, Londres, Chapman & Hall, 1948 

164 p. ; Herman Feifel, The meaning of death, New York, McGraw-Hill, 1959, 351 p. ; Jessica Mitford, The 

American Way of Death, New York, Simon & Schuster, 1963, 238 p. ; Ruth Mulvey Harmer, The High Cost of 

Dying, New York, Collier Books, 1963, 256 p. ; Barney G. Glaser et Anselm L. Strauss, Awareness, of dying, 

Aldine Publishing Company, 1965, 305 p. He adds an essay from Paris : Alfred Fabre-Luce, La mort a changé, 

Paris, Gallimard, 1966, 327 p. Waugh and Mitford, though writing about the USA, were themselves English, 

and underlying their critiques of the American way of death was an upper middle class English sensibility. 
23 Philippe Ariès, « Gorer G., Death, grief, and mourning «, Revue française de sociologie, 1966, vol. 7, no. 4, 

p. 539-541. Aries published the same year another article on death : « Contribution à l’étude du culte des morts 

à l’époque contemporaine «, Revue des travaux de l’académie des sciences morales et politiques, vol. 119, 

no. 4, 1966, p. 25 à 39.  
24 Our translation. Philippe Ariès, « La mort inversée : le changement des attitudes devant la mort dans les 

sociétés occidentales «, op. cit., p. 182. 
25 Philippe Ariès, « Attitudes devant la vie et devant la mort du XVIIe au XIXe siècle «, Population, vol. 4, no. 3, 

1949, p. 463-470. 
26 He devoted to these subjects other works, notably: « Deux contributions à l'histoire des pratiques 

contraceptives «, Population, vol. 9, no. 4, 1954, p. 692-698 ; L'Enfant et la vie familiale sous l'Ancien Régime, 

Paris, Plon, 1960, 503 p. ; Essais sur l'histoire de la mort en Occident : du Moyen Âge à nos jours, Paris, Seuil, 

1975, 222 p. ; L'Homme devant la mort, Paris, Seuil, 1977, 642 p. 
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reference book on the attitudes towards death in Europe and North America in English. It was 

a collection of lectures he had given at John Hopkins University.27 This essay was well received 

in the United States and quickly made its entry into the corpus of the founding works of the 

American studies on death. The formation in the United States in the 1960s of a movement 

critical of medicalised and commercialised death – represented for instance by Jessica 

Mitford’s book The American Way of Death – probably favoured the endorsement of Ariès' 

theses in North America.28 

Meanwhile, Ariès remained somewhat marginalised in French academic circles. He 

was an interlocutor for French historians of death such as Michel Vovelle, by whom he was 

criticised for his tendency to draw very general conclusions from a corpus of evidence often 

thin and largely composed of literary sources. Ariès also faced many legitimate critics for his 

nostalgic and conservative way of condemning the present in the name of an idealised past - 

the past of “tamed death” as he called it. Nevertheless, when asked in 1978 if he wished for a 

"return to tamed death," Ariès replied: "Would this return mean that we should renounce the 

progress that medicine has allowed to soften suffering? I'm not for that at all!"29  

What is certain is that Ariès did have, as he said, "the feeling, which remains very strong, 

that we are now passing through (or that we have crossed, no matter the chronology) a period 

of radical transformation."30 Ariès was born in 1914. He had witnessed in his lifetime the major 

transformations of the conditions of dying and of mourning rituals. He was thirty years old 

 
27 Philippe Ariès, Western Attitudes Toward Death from the Middle Ages to the Present, John Hopkins 

University Press, 1974, 111 p. The french translation of the book appeared in 1977. 
28 For example : Herman Feifel, op. cit., Jacques Choron, Death and Western Thought, New York, Collier 

Books,1963, 275 p. ; Arnold Toynbee (ed.), Man’s Concern With Death, Londres, Hodder & Stoughton, 1968, 

280 p. ; Richard Dumont et Dennis C. Foss, The American View of Death : Acceptance or Denial ?, Rochester, 

Schenkman Publishing Company, 1972, 117 p. and Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death, New York, Simon & 

Schuster, 1973, 144 p. Aside from these works, one can mention the philosophical book, influential in France, 

by Vladimir Jankélévitch, La Mort, Paris, Flammarion, 1966, 427 p. 
29 Our translation. Diane Hardy, « Comment mourir ? Une entrevue avec un historien des mentalités, Philippe 

Ariès, qui a étudié surtout celles qui entourent la mort «, Québec science, mai 1978, <http://philippe-

aries.histoweb.net/spip.php?article78> (visited on September 3rd, 2016).  
30 « Table ronde sur la communication de Roger Chartier «, Cahiers de Saint-Maximin, collège d'échanges 

contemporains La Mort aujourd'hui, Marseille, 1982, p. 129. 
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when the world discovered the amplitude and nature of the killings perpetrated during the 

Second World War. When he published his major books on death in the 1960s, the mourning 

clothing, the funeral wake, and the long processions to the cemetery belonged largely to 

folklore. Gorer, for his part, was born in 1905. He recounted in the opening of his book his first 

childhood memories related to the grandiose national mourning that followed the death of King 

Edward VI. In contrast with such intimate, meaningful, and ritualised visions of the past, Gorer 

and Ariès largely crafted, by denouncing it, the notion of a contemporary denial of death and 

of its detrimental consequences. That notion became hegemonic in death studies at least until 

the 1990s and it is still widespread today. 

 

The Denial of Death Thesis Proliferates (1960s-1970s) 

 

In 1958, William A. Faunce and Robert L. Fulton published a short article entitled “The 

Sociology of Death: A Neglected Area of Research,” in which they lamented that most studies 

concerning death as a social phenomenon were exclusively dedicated to non-Western or 

traditional societies.31 Interestingly, they linked such neglect to “a general reluctance in our 

society to acknowledge the presence and inevitability of death.”32  Differently from other 

cultures, they pointed out, Western societies outsourced the care for the deceased to funeral 

directors, who substituted the traditional role of the family in funeral rituals. The decreased 

exposure to the process of death and dying, the use of euphemisms, and the dissolution of 

traditional customs caused Western mourning to be characterised by “conflict, frustration, and 

anxiety” (p. 206). While, according to early sociologists, rituals had been in general considered 

 
31  Faunce, William A., and Robert L. Fulton. 1958. “The Sociology of Death: A Neglected Area of Research.” 

Social Forces 36 (3), p.205. 
32 Op.cit. P. 206. 
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as a form of evasion from the intolerable realities of death, Faunce and Fulton saw specifically 

Western attitudes to death as death-denying.  

 This notion recurred in Herman Feifel’s seminal collective volume The Meaning of 

Death (1959). “Concern about death” the author wrote in the introduction, “has been relegated 

to the tabooed territory heretofore occupied by diseases like tuberculosis and cancer and the 

topic of sex,” to the point where people were now “compelled” to keep their thoughts, fears, 

and emotions about death to themselves.33 Feifel called for more academic studies on death 

and dying in contemporary society, predicating the necessity of such studies upon the unhealthy 

repression of discussions about mortality. He claimed that one of the main concerns broadly 

linking the contributions in this collective volume was the understanding that denial and 

avoidance characterised the American approach to death. The authors in the book also agreed 

in thinking that such dishonesty about death had nefarious consequences for both the individual 

and society. Psychiatrist Charles Wahl’s chapter in the edited volume, for example, posits the 

emotionally damaging nature of the taboo (which, as should have become clear by now, is a 

staple of the death-denial narrative): “[T]his concealment or displacement” writes Wahl “uses 

up energy which must be drawn from other sources, leaving us less for the business of living 

in an unhampered, free, and creative way.”34  

The concept of “death-denial” is not extensively defined in the volume, but the evidence 

provided for the existence of the taboo includes factors such as the utilisation of euphemisms 

to describe somebody’s demise, the popularity of embalming as a means to preserve the lifelike 

appearance of the deceased – these two already mentioned by Gorer – , the frequency of happy 

 
33 Feifel, p.1959. 
34 P.20. The Meaning of Death. One year prior to the publication of that book, he had written an article on the 

matter : C. W. Wahl, “The Fear of Death”, Bulletin of the Menninger Clinic, vol. 22, November 1858, p. 214-

223. 
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endings in the American cinema industry (!), and the depersonalising, alienating medicalisation 

of dying.35 

The idea of death-denial in The Meaning of Death still seems to be very much indebted 

to Freudian concepts of denial and repression. Yet, these are no longer applied exclusively at 

the level of the individual, or considered as universals: they are extended to the Western world, 

corroborating the understanding that a society as such can be death-denying. The book was 

later credited with opening discussion, “formerly closed,” about the topic of death.36 

By 1963, the death-denial thesis must have been widespread enough for sociologist Talcott 

Parsons to define the view that American society is characterised by “a kind of ‘denial’ of the 

reality of death” as a “widely current belief.”37 Parsons was one of the first scholars to criticise 

the looseness of the concept of death-denial. If evidence generally advanced to support the 

thesis cited factors such as embalming, the dressing of the corpse, and medicalisation, then 

“facing death” must have meant “avoiding any attempt to control circumstances which may 

eventuate in death, as well as avoiding mitigation of the generally unpleasant and distressing 

aspects of death.”38 In 1967, in a piece co-authored with Victor Lidz, Parsons proceeded to 

specify that while changes were occurring in American approaches to death and dying, such 

changes were not evidence of denial.39 

In 1968, the very first number of Sociological Symposium, based at Western Kentucky 

University, was entirely dedicated to the sociology of death.40 The issue had a strong American 

focus, and it included a bibliography of sociological literature on death. The understanding of 

death as a taboo subject in the West recurred once more, and Gorer (whose Death, Grief, and 

 
35 On this last point, Marcuse’s claim that death now occurs in the big hospital “with its impersonal intravenous 

tubes and oxygen tents” (p.120)] 
36 p.73. 2012 William M. Lamers Jr (2012) Herman Feifel, The Meaning of Death , Mortality, 17:1, 64-78,  
37 P.61. Talcott Parsons – Death in American Society.  
38 Ibid. p.62. Talcott Parsons 
39 Parsons, Talcott and Victor Lidz (1967) ‘Death in American Society’, pp. 133–170 in Edwin Schneidman 

(ed.) Essays in Self-Destruction. New York: Science House 
40 WKU Sociology. “UA68/10/1 Sociological Symposium No. 1 – The Sociology of Death.” WKU Archives 

Records, October 1, 1968. http://digitalcommons.wku.edu/dlsc_ua_records/4754. 

http://digitalcommons.wku.edu/dlsc_ua_records/4754
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Mourning was reviewed) and Feifel were referenced to that effect. Among the many titles, 

sociologist Glenn Vernon’s contribution is of particular interest due to its genealogical scope, 

as it attempts to trace back the emergence of what he defined as the “inevitable-death 

orientation,” namely the idea that “many modern interpretations deny the inevitability or 

naturalness of death or dying and thereby introduce distortion with which man is forced to 

cope.”41 He individuated its origin in Freud, especially in his Reflections on War and Death 

(1918). He then pointed, among other works published after Gorer’s “The Pornography of 

Death,” to the studies of F. S. Caprio (1950) and Leo W. Simmons (1945), who from 

anthropological and sociological perspectives investigated whether death was understood as 

being “natural” in different contexts. 42  Vernon was sceptical of the assumption that 

overlooking the inevitability of death leads to negative consequences, as such assumption did 

not take into account social variations. Accordingly, Vernon’s 1970 book The Sociology of 

Death was aimed at exploring death as a social phenomenon.43  

In 1969, the famous essay On Death and Dying by American psychologist Elisabeth 

Kübler-Ross brought the discussion about death denial in the context of medical care, 

informing and substantiating the premises of the hospice movement.44 Kübler-Ross was indeed 

the best known proponent of a critical tradition that led to the creation of what is now called 

palliative care.45 Her approach was less concerned with death as a historical phenomenon than 

by the speech of the dying. At first in support of a university project by four of her students in 

a theological seminar in Chicago in 1965, Kübler-Ross set up a protocol of interviews with 

 
41 Op.Cit. p. 75.  
42 F.S. Caprio “A study of some psychological reactions during prepubescence to death” psychiatric quarterly, 

1950, vol. 24 n.3. pp.495-505-.  and Leo W. Simmons, “Reaction To Death” in The Role of the Aged in 

Primitive Society, New Haven: Yale Uni Press, 1945. pp. 217-244.  
43 He references the work of Hertz.  
44 Doka, K. in Handbook of death and dying.  
45 Dame Cicely Saunders, an English nurse, is more rightly credited with being the instigator of the palliative 

care movement a decade before Kübler-Ross became involved with the movement. The latter’s wider 

international influence might be attributed to the translation of her works in many languages, while Saunders 

mission depended on doctors from around the world coming to learn palliative care in the hospice that she had 

founded in London, which limited her legacy to the English-speaking world. 



 

16 

terminally ill patients, which led to her seminal essay of 1969. Her findings on contemporary 

attitudes towards death coincided in several respects with Ariès’, although they did not cite 

each other.46 

The 1970s were characterised by a real explosion of death-related studies in psychology 

and the social sciences, many of these aimed at shattering the “conspiracy of silence” around 

death, as well as by some harsh critiques of both the death-denial narrative and its proponents. 

Although it is virtually impossible to do justice to all of these works, and we do not aim at 

covering the literature in its entirety, A Comprehensive Bibliography of the Thanatology 

Literature, sponsored by The Foundation of Thanatology and published in 1975, presents a 

vast sample from which to draw a few observations. The Comprehensive Bibliography gathered 

4844 titles, and was issued in response to the “proliferation of writing on thanatology over the 

past ten years.” 47  Probably because of the date of publication, the majority of the titles 

mentioned dated back to the late 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s. While the work was 

interdisciplinary in scope, a great part of the titles appears to be works of psychology. 

By looking at the titles and subject areas of the works listed under the category “denial” 

in the thematic index, it can be noticed that early works on death-denial date back to the 1950s, 

and that these belong to the fields of psychoanalysis or psychology. Surprisingly, Gorer’s 

works are not mentioned among them. In the 1960s, there appears to be a more medical focus, 

featuring titles about denial in cancer patients (1969), or published in medical journals of 

nursing (1966) and gerontology (1961). In the 1970s, instead, the majority of the titles listed 

under “denial” are works of psychiatry. Several of the contributions from this decade also 

explicitly mention death-denial in the titles: Ernst Becker’s The Denial of Death (1973), which 

 
46 Ariès did comment on Kübler-Ross’ approach in at least one media interview later on. Diane Hardy, « 

Comment mourir ? Une entrevue avec un historien des mentalités, Philippe Ariès, qui a étudié surtout celles qui 

entourent la mort «, Québec science, mai 1978, <http://philippe-aries.histoweb.net/spip.php?article78> (visited 

on September 3rd, 2016).  
47 Op.Cit. p.5.  
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won the Pulitzer prize, Dumont and Foss’s The American View of Death: Acceptance or Denial? 

(1972) (a review of the narrative), and Weisman’s On Dying and Denying (1972).  

Meanwhile, death studies were taking a shape of their own in France through the history 

of “mentalités.” 

    

Death-Denial and the École des Annales in France (1970s-1980s) 

 

In 1975, historian Michel Vovelle published an article entitled “Attitudes towards death, 

current front of the history of mentalities.”48 Mostly in parallel to the Anglophone scholarship 

on death, the École des Annales in France engaged more resolutely by the mid-1970s in the 

history of death. In 1976, the Annales journal published a special issue entitled "Around Death", 

which gathered articles by historians already known in this field (Pierre Chaunu, Michel 

Vovelle, Philippe Ariès), alongside young historians working on their thesis (Jean-Claude 

Schmitt and Roger Chartier), a young history professor (Daniel Roche), a specialist of 

nineteenth-century literature (Michel Crouzet), a sociologist and social psychologist (Claudine 

Herzlich) and an anthropologist and former student of Claude Lévi-Strauss (Remo Guideri).49 

Vovelle’s piece identified the problems posed to the historian of attitudes towards death. 

Historical studies on death thus seemed to have reached a point where enough material had 

been published to generate attempts towards a general inventory and mapping of the field, as 

also exemplified by the Comprehensive Bibliography earlier mentioned. Moreover, it was in 

this time that two major works on death appeared in France, the first by anthropologist Louis-

Vincent Thomas, the second by sociologist Jean Ziegler.50 Both mentioned the deleterious 

 
48 Michel Vovelle, « Les Attitudes devant la mort, front actuel de l'histoire des mentalités «, op. cit., p. 17-29. 
49 Annales. Économies, Sociétés, Civilisations, vol. 31, no. 1, 1976. 
50 Louis-Vincent Thomas, Anthropologie de la mort, Paris, Payot, 1975, 540 p. and Jean Ziegler, Les Vivants et 

la Mort, Paris, Seuil, 1975, 314 p.  
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effects of the repression of death in Western capitalist societies, as opposed to ritualised death 

among African peoples or the indigenous nations of Brazil. 

Vovelle was undoubtedly the one who made the most efforts in providing a synthesis 

on the history of death. The importance of his knowledge and reflections in death studies makes 

it all the more regrettable that his books have not yet been translated into English. This fact 

alone partly explains why those by Ariès have generated the strongest echo on the international 

scale despite having been widely criticised, as Thomas Kselman has pointed out.51 Vovelle’s 

works, on the other hand, have become classic references for any francophone historian 

interested in death. They provide a more nuanced and systematic approach on the history of 

death than Ariès’s.  

Between 1970 and 1974, Vovelle published three books on death, the first of which was 

co-written with Gaby Vovelle.52 He seems to have encountered the history of death through his 

work on the French Revolution and on dechristianisation in France. He claimed to be writing 

the history of a "destructuring", a "desocialization" of a "system of death [which] breaks down 

in stages through the eighteenth century."53 This scheme took the French Revolution as a 

turning point, as Vovelle analysed the collective mentalities about death through the 

symptomatic withdrawal of Christian religion from the French public space.  

He did share concerns with the death-denial thesis proponents - though his own did not 

manifest primarily as a lamentation.54 In 1995, for instance, he authored the preface to the 

 
51 Thomas Kselman, “Death in the Western world : Michel Vovelle’s ambivalent epic La mort et l’Occident, de 

1300 à nos jours”, Mortality, vol. 9, no. 2, 2004, p. 168. 
52 Michel Vovelle and Gaby Vovelle, Vision de la mort et de l'au-delà en Provence du XVe au XIXe siècle d'après 

les autels des âmes du purgatoire, Paris, Armand Colin, 1970, 99 p. ; Michel Vovelle, Piété baroque et 

déchristianisation en Provence au XVIIIe siècle. Les attitudes devant la mort d'après les clauses de testaments, 

Paris, Seuil, 1973, 348 p. ; Michel Vovelle, Mourir autrefois : attitudes collectives devant la mort aux XVIIe et 

XVIIIe siècles, Paris, Gallimard / Julliard, 1974, 256 p.  
53 Michel Vovelle, « Les Attitudes devant la mort, front actuel de l'histoire des mentalités «, op. cit., p. 21 et 26. 
54 Here we agree with Thomas Kselman when he writes: “Although he disagrees with Ariès on method and 

sources, and on the existence of a ‘tame’ death in Christian history, Vovelle shares with Ariès a sense of loss as 

he looks back on the long history of death in the West.” Thomas Kselman, “Death in the Western world: Michel 

Vovelle’s ambivalent epic La mort et l’Occident, de 1300 à nos jours”, Mortality, vol. 9, no. 2, 2004, p. 175. 
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French translation of Gorer’s “The Pornography of Death”. Therefore, while he had the 

originality of developing a dialectical and forward-looking approach to death, Vovelle cannot 

be entirely separated from the authors that forged the denial of death thesis. In his great book 

La mort en Occident de 1300 à nos jours, published in 1983, he wrote:  

 

Our age became aware, first from the United States and then from Atlantic Europe, 

of the "taboo" which turned death into the new category of the obscene: the hidden 

death of the hospital, and of the proscribed mourning. These phenomena of 

rejection or occultation, obviously taking different forms, are not new in the long-

term evolution of attitudes: the reading of the Enlightenment, radicalised in certain 

speeches of the French Revolution, had dreamed of completely banning death from 

collective concerns. Re-read in the declarations of the spokesmen of the 

dechristianisation movement, that endeavour often takes Promethean accents at the 

antipodes of what the present taboo on death may contain of hypocrisy or 

sneakiness.55 

 

This book now serves, with those of Philippe Ariès, as a reference volume for many 

historians of death. Compared to Ariès’ approach, Vovelle’s allowed to conceive the history of 

death without resorting to any univocal pattern of disenchantment. He also mobilised a great 

variety of sources and methods, including the serial analysis of documents, statistics, 

demographic curves, literature, visual arts, wills and diverse printed sources. He opened a wide 

view on the multiplicity of relations to death which he analysed over nearly seven centuries. 

He focused his attention on France, but at times took into account other European nations 

including some from northern and eastern Europe. He described his method as:   

 

[...] a total or vertical history, following from bottom to top, from agony to beyond, 

from demography to the history of ideas, the path of death; a story deployed in the 

long time, necessarily regressive, going back from the known of contemporary 

death to the least known of traditional death.56 

 

 

 
55 Michel Vovelle, La mort en Occident de 1300 à nos jours, Paris, Gallimard, 1983, p. 14. 
56 Michel Vovelle, La mort et l’Occident de 1300 à nos jours, Paris, Gallimard, 1983, p. 8.  
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Upon finishing reading this masterly work, one understands the remarks made by 

historians Régis Bertrand and Bruno Bertherat about the historiography of death. Régis 

Bertrand wrote that "the extreme precocity of the essays of synthesis by Ph. Ariès and M. 

Vovelle [...] come to delineate a "territory", although very recent, before any erudite 

sedimentation."57 For his part, Bruno Bertherat pointed to the gap in the history of death 

following the publication of Ariès’ and Vovelle’s reference books, which he attributed to more 

general changes in historical practices towards the end of the twentieth century: 

  

The term "history of mentalities" disappears in favour of (socio-)cultural history, 

also called "history of representations" or "ethno-history,” and later "history of 

sensibilities.” This intellectual evolution coincides with an evolution in the history 

of death, which becomes less successful. None of its works knows the media 

repercussions of the works of Philippe Ariès, which are republished in paperback 

editions. Other signs demonstrate a loss of visibility of the history of death: theses 

on the subject are not published, notably that of Régis Bertrand, pupil of Michel 

Vovelle and whose works relate both to the end of the Modern times and to 

contemporary times; foreign works which cover the history of France are not 

translated [in French] (for example, Kselman, 1993). The works of Ariès and 

Vovelle become thenceforth figures of definitive syntheses, as if the history of 

death was an exhausted subject.58 

 

 

From that point on, the history of death and the history of mentalities followed separate 

paths. By the 1980s, studies on death underwent a splintering of thematic and disciplinary 

approaches. For one thing, they ceased to be dominated by the history of Christian death. In 

France, works about cemeteries, the commemoration of the dead, and the study of law and 

medicine renewed the field of death studies. In the Anglophone scholarship, a new explosion 

of literature on the topic especially in the areas of psychology and psychiatry characterised that 

time between the beginning of the 1980s and 2000, to the point that in 1994, sociologist Tony 

 
57 Bertrand Régis, « L'Histoire de la mort, de l'histoire des mentalités à l'histoire religieuse «, Revue d'histoire de 

l'Église de France, vol. 86, no. 217, 2000, p. 552-553. 
58 Bruno Bertherat, op. cit, p. 56.  
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Walter could speak of a “Revival of Death”59 which was being shaped not by religion or 

medicine, but by the wishes of the dying and the bereaved to personalise their demise to mirror 

their life and their choices. In this context of transformation, the ‘denial of death thesis’ began 

to lose its hegemonic status as the main interpretative framework for the study of death.  

 

********* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
59 Tony Walter, The Revival of Death, Psychology Press, 1994. 
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Part II. 

Challenges to the Death-Denial Thesis  

 

 

 The first part of this article, published in an earlier issue of this journal, provided an 

overview of how the death-denial thesis took shape and proliferated in social sciences, between 

the 1930s and 1980s. By death-denial thesis we refer to the assumption according to which 

Western societies deny the reality of death. In this second part of the article, we turn our 

attention to the most extensive critiques addressed to the death-denial thesis. We attempt to 

assess the present state of this thesis and outline how its apparent obsolescence today opens 

new avenues of exploration for death studies. 

 

An overview of the main critiques to the death-denial thesis 

 

Despite having been at the core of innumerable studies, the concept of death-denial 

remains extremely loose. Several works have tended to take the existence of the taboo for 

granted, systematically failing to provide convincing evidence for it. Thus, although Ariès’s 

argument has come under attack on a variety of fronts (the breadth of the study, the accuracy 

of periodisation, the dynamics through which the West came to deny death, the excessive use 

of literary sources), the idea that death is being denied in Western societies tends to be 

commonly embraced. Matters are further complicated by the fact that in much of the literature 

on death-denial, a heterogeneous group of factors (the medicalisation of death, the 

beautification of the corpse/embalming, the reluctance to speak of death in public, the removal 

of the sick and the elderly to hospices, the bureaucratisation of death-procedures) are grouped 

together and labelled as “denial”.  

The medicalisation of death and its assumedly dehumanising consequences might be 

the most extensively debated among these factors, intertwined as it is with the aims of the 
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hospice movement. The medicalisation is generally associated with denial insofar as high-tech 

medicine and the hopes it inspires “make death unacceptable,” while the hospital setting 

“makes for the isolation, loneliness, and despair of the dying.”60 Medicalisation is then equated 

with depersonalisation, as if the latter were a self-evident consequence of the first: the absence 

of the confessor at the bedside, or the fact that death-care is performed by medical practitioners, 

cause the dying to die in an impersonal and meaningless manner.61 More generally, the notion 

of denial seems to rely on an equation of solitude with emptiness, implying that no meaning 

nor sense of fulfilment can be achieved outside the circle of an organic community, especially 

at the time of death. 

In 1972, Dennis C. Dumont and Richard G. Foss published The American View of 

Death: Acceptance of Denial? arguing that American attitudes towards death could neither be 

described as fully accepting or denying. A year later, Peter Donaldson contended that since it 

was unclear what precisely constituted denial, and how it could be measured at all, it was 

“impossible” to conclude that Americans were death-denying.62 In 1978, sociologist Lyn H. 

Lofland explored in The Craft of Dying, a highly polemical essay, the reasons of the explosion 

in death-related literature.63 Three main factors, she wrote, were generally individuated as 

causes for the contemporary change in attitudes towards death: the prolongation of life through 

technology and medicine, the bureaucratisation of death, and the secularisation of dying. These 

in turn caused changes in the role of the dying and that of the bereaved, raising questions about 

the meaning of death in a secularised, technological world. According to Lofland, there was no 

need to resort to conceptions of taboos and denial to analyse the period, if it existed at all, in 

 
60 Lucy Bregman, Beyond Silence and Denial, p.78. 
61 P.34, 2003 Wood and Williamson, pp.14-22 in: Bryant, Clifton D. Handbook of Death and Dying. Thousand 

Oaks; London: Sage Publications, 2003. 
62 Donaldson, Peter J. “Denying Death: A Note Regarding Some Ambiguities in the Current Discussion.” 

OMEGA - Journal of Death and Dying 3, no. 4 (January 1, 1973): 285–90. doi:10.2190/2CP2-G5N7-EX2X-

KV3N. 
63 Lyn H. Lofland, The Craft of Dying : The Modern Face of Death, SAGE, 1978, 112 p. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.2190/2CP2-G5N7-EX2X-KV3N
http://dx.doi.org/10.2190/2CP2-G5N7-EX2X-KV3N
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which death was ignored in public discourse. Such silence, she claimed, could be accounted 

for by looking at demographic changes. When new technologies emerged to prolong life, a new 

social category, that of dying people, was created. Yet, the members of that category were not 

immediately conscious of their existence and needs as part of a social group and they could not 

organise as a social movement. By contrast, when this group reached a critical mass, “[t]he 

hiatus on death and dying as public discourse ends. The emergence of death and dying as fad, 

fashion, and social movement begins.”64 

Lofland harshly criticised what she termed the “happy death movement,” a loose set of 

individuals, organisations, and activities “concerned with promoting a change in American 

society with regard to its beliefs about death and dying” (p. 77). These groups included 

associations like the Foundation of Thanatology, Ars Moriendi, the Forum for Death Education 

and Counselling, a variety of practitioners (physicians, nurses, social workers, counsellors, 

psychologists). They promoted their aims through books, films, newsletters, lectures, lobbying 

groups, etc. Since the main cornerstone of the movement was the assertion that death was a 

taboo in contemporary Western society, a great part of the activities was aimed at infringing 

the silence surrounding death, and at convincing Americans to open conversations on the 

subject. Talking about death, based on the principles of grief therapy, was also assumed to have 

a healing quality.  

According to Lofland, the “happy-death movement” was not exclusively concerned 

with legislation and personal well-being: it also made claims about the appropriate meaning of 

death and dying, creating an ideology by setting up an ideal and contrasting it to the presumed 

reality. This manufactured ideal was exemplified, in Lofland’s view, by a quotation of Kübler-

Ross’ On Death and Dying, where the author described the death of a farmer in Switzerland, 

which she witnessed in her infancy. The farmer died at home surrounded by his family, 

 
64 Lofland, p. 37.  
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peacefully taking leave from friends and relatives, making arrangements for the future of his 

belongings. This ideal of a good death was contrasted to a present state char- acterised by high 

funeral costs, exploitative funeral practices, the segregation of the dying, and a mechanistic 

conception of life and death. This articulation of an opposition between idealised and current 

practices enabled a discourse by which a “social problem” was “created.”65 Lofland took issue 

in particular with the fact that the lack of empirical evidence for the taboo was irrelevant, as 

the narrative served a purpose in the social movement, and it had a lot in common with the 

“humanistic-counterculture” denouncement of modern Western society as “dehumanising, 

unemotional, technologically dominated, inauthentic.”66 As mentioned, Lofland’s contribution 

had a rather critical tone, as she was very aware of the ideological component of the movement. 

Assessing if and how death in Western society is in fact dehumanising, unemotional, and 

inauthentic, or providing a critique of palliative care, exceeds, however, the scope of this paper. 

Our focus lies instead on tracing the development, assumptions and implications of the death-

denial thesis. 

 In 1981, in a contribution to the edited volume Mirrors of Mortality: Studies in the 

Social History of Death, David Cannadine criticised the death-denial thesis on historical 

grounds. He took issue with the fact that, although Gorer’s study was about contemporary 

Britain, it embodied a strong and wide-ranging assumption about grieving in the past. The 

thesis, in fact, “enlists nostalgia in its support” (p.187), contrasting Victorian deathbed scenes 

in which the dying are tenderly assisted by the family to the twentieth-century death in the 

hospital, characterised by “loneliness, irrelevance and an absence of awareness,” and by dying 

“drugged, lonely and afraid.”67  Gorer, he noted, could not substantiate the assumption that the 

ritual and ceremonial surrounding death catered for the psychological needs of the deceased-

 
65 P.91. 
66 P.92. 
67 Cannadine is here quoting David Stannard’s The Puritan Way of Death: A Study in Religion, Culture, and 

Social Change. 1977. New York: Oxford University Press. pp.191-2.  
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to-be and of the bereaved. The author then suggested that Victorian mourning customs, far 

from being healthy, may have on the contrary prevented the normal reintegration of the 

deceased into society, and that they may have been greatly encouraged by funeral companies 

that profited from the sale of mourning items (brooches, aprons, lockets, necklaces, earrings, 

parasols, even bathing costumes).68 Economic factors also played a major role in monumental 

cemeteries like Highgate and Kensal: the price of their plots depending on the location and the 

view, they had a lot in common with Forest Lawns. In this, Victorian funeral customs appeared 

as precursors of the twentieth century American ones.  

The author’s claim that Victorian mourning customs may have been considered 

excessive, unhealthy and costly for the Victorians themselves is substantiated by the fact that 

in 1875 the National Funeral and Mourning Reform Association campaigned for the 

simplification of mourning rituals and against undertakers taking advantage of the vulnerability 

of the bereaved. Evidence to the effect that extravagant mourning attires and excessive 

expenses roused the indignation of the Victorians was also presented by John Morley in his 

Death, Heaven and the Victorians (1971).  

To conclude, according to Cannadine, the sentimental view offered by the death-denial 

literature, besides being based on assumptions which are mostly unproven, ignored ceremonial 

and demographic developments at the end of the century. In particular, he suggested that the 

impact of the Great War on attitudes towards death had been neglected, and that inter-war 

Britain was “obsessed with death” (p. 189). Thus, he claimed, “contrary to both the received 

view and the prevailing nostalgia, the best time to die and to grieve in modern Britain is 

probably now.” (p. 189) 

 In “Are We a Death-Denying Society? A Sociological Review” (1984), Allan Kellehear 

did not reject the fact that people were less familiar with death in the present day than they 

 
68 As described by Cunnington and Lucas, Costumes for Birth, Marriage and Death, p.253 
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would have been in the past. But he opposed the notion that death was being ignored, avoided, 

or denied to the point of being considered the greatest taboo in contemporary Western societies. 

In particular, he challenged the understanding of medicalisation as a form of denial. Since 

dying, in modern times, often occurs in hospitals, death had certainly been increasingly 

conflated with illness, becoming a “technology intensive and potentially contaminating 

situation in need of sanitising.” 69  Yet, while death had been reinterpreted, this new 

interpretation was not necessarily denial. Likewise, while embalming was used as a classical 

example of death denial because it delayed the visible symptoms of decomposition, Kellehear 

interpreted it as merely a manifestation of a capitalist strategy and a general concern (common 

also to the living) for the preservation of physical appearance. Funeral firms, he argued, 

succeeded in promoting embalming not because it denied death by avoiding the disfigurement 

of the corpse, but because they recognised the marketability of the beautification of the body. 

After all, in earlier funerals the body was also arranged and composed albeit without chemicals, 

to simulate sleep. Indeed, the history of post-mortem photography provides numerous 

examples of dead bodies portrayed as sleeping, even before embalming techniques became 

widespread.70  

Kellehear also challenged the reluctance to speak about death or show grief in public, 

which was often advanced as further evidence of death-denial. Such reluctance, he argued, was 

not much dissimilar from the one characterising situations in which people avoided difficult or 

personal topics as well as excessive manifestations of feeling in polite company, as reserve and 

self-control are traditional middle-class values. Kellehear ultimately established a distinction 

between individual behaviour and collective, societal behaviour. While individuals can refuse 

to acknowledge their own mortality, just as they can cry, laugh, or experience sorrow, personal 

 
69 p.716. 
70 See for instance: Jay Ruby, Secure the Shadow: Death and Photography in America, Cambridge (Mass.), 

MIT Press, 1999, 232 p. The author nonetheless agrees to a certain point with the idea of a public denial of 

death in 19th-century United States. 
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psychological reactions must not be conflated with societal processes, as societies “do not deny 

death but instead organise for it and around it.”71 

In 1991, sociologist Tony Walter, now a prominent figure in the sociology of death, 

authored a paper titled “Modern Death: Taboo or Not Taboo?”72 Walter attempted to assess the 

taboo thesis to understand whether it could account for contemporary attitudes towards death. 

He individuated several possible modifications of the thesis, among which: that death was a 

taboo until the 1960s, but that it is now ceasing to be so because of the new focus on the topic; 

that modern people were less familiar with death because life had been prolonged through the 

improvements of medicine; that the taboo was limited to medical practitioners, as death was 

considered a failure to cure, but was not held as such by the whole of society; that death could 

have been universally problematic, not only in western society; and, finally, that individuals, 

and not modern societies, could be considered death-denying.  

Another recent paper complicating the narrative of death denial is Camilla 

Zimmermann and Gary Rodin’s “The denial of death thesis: sociological critique and 

implications for palliative care” (2004). The authors made reference in particular to “The 

Pornography of Death,” in which Gorer argued not only that death had substituted sexuality as 

the great taboo of Western society, but also that it was harmful and morally wrong not to openly 

speak about dying. This idea finds fertile ground in clinical medicine to the present day. 

Through a literature search, Zimmermann and Rodin discovered that clinical literature, 

especially in relation to palliative care, widely embraced this idea, neglecting or ignoring 

evidence to the contrary. In the literature analysed by the authors, the negative effect of the 

taboo on dying patients was commonly emphasised. The dying supposedly wanted to know 

 
71 p. 720. 
72 Walter, Tony. 1991. “Modern Death: Taboo or Not Taboo?” Sociology 25 (2): 293–310. Three years earlier, a 

critique of Ariès’s thesis in particular had been published: Armstrong, David, “Silence and Truth in Death and 

Dying,” Soc Sci Med, vol. 24, no. 8, p. 651-657. 
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they were dying, but the culture of silence surrounding death did a disservice to patients by 

preventing them from freely discussing their mortality.73  

Despite its presence in the literature, Zimmermann and Rodin stated that the idea 

according to which conversations on death were shut down was hardly tenable. In Lofland’s 

words, “one might consider it somewhat odd that the statement that death is a taboo topic in 

America should continue to be asserted in the face of nearly a decade of nonstop talking on the 

subject.” 74  Like Kellehear, Zimmerman and Rodin also contested the equation of 

medicalisation with denial. Discussing death and dying in medical terms was a consequence of 

understanding our demise as a scientific reality and attempting to tackle it medically. Similarly, 

the institutionalisation of death and dying was not a wilful segregation of a process perceived 

as repulsive, but the result of bureaucratisation, which is “our characteristic form of social 

structure.”75  

In “Death denial: obstacle or instrument for palliative care? An analysis of clinical 

literature,” (2007) Zimmermann further evaluated the implications of the death denial thesis. 

She discussed how denial was assumed to stand in the way of open discussion on dying in 

general and on dying at home in particular, on care/funeral planning, and on stopping “futile” 

treatments. In particular, she focused on how openly talking about death came to be perceived 

as useful, while refusing to speak about dying in palliative care situations became labelled as 

an obstacle and even as lying. This generated a moral discourse defining “a ‘right’ and a ‘wrong’ 

way to die, the right way being exemplified in the creation of the ideal of the ‘good death’ […] 

and the wrong way represented by the demon of death denial.”76 Thus, a newly prescribed way 

of dying emerged, where a good, responsible death included openly talking about death, 
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74 p. 92. 
75  Blauner R. “Death and social structure.” Psychiatry 1966; 29: 394. Pag. 384. 
76 P. 307. 
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making funeral plans in advance, choosing to die or to be displayed at home instead of in a 

hospital, with deviations from such a pattern being labelled as denying or impersonal. 

Death Denial Today 

Other scholars have recently shown that, far from being kept from view, death is 

increasingly represented in today’s public sphere. The volume Die neue Sichtbarkeit des Todes, 

edited by Thomas Macho and Kristin Marek, discusses ways in which death and dead bodies 

are nowadays publicly depicted for instance in the media, the coverage of celebrities’ deaths, 

cinema, photography or popular culture.77 The representation of corpses in popular culture has 

indeed increased and complexified over the last decades, as noticed by Tina Weber in her book 

Drop Dead Gorgeous: Representations of Corpses in American TV Shows.78 

In 2012, German sociologist Hubert Knoblauch directly confronted the denial of death 

thesis by conducting a survey on the acceptance of clinical dissections in Germany. The starting 

point of his research was the unexplained decrease in clinical dissection in Western countries 

over recent decades. Knoblauch found that instead of being a symptom of fears towards death, 

medicine and the corpse, “the most important reason for the decline in dissections is the 

replacement of invasive manipulations of the body by new forms of technologically acquired 

visual information.”79 He also discovered that the individuals who took the survey agreed more 

than ever with the idea of their own body or that of relatives being dissected for medical 

reasons. 

More recently, historian Helen Frisby demonstrated that the folk funerary customs were 

not altogether denied and replaced in 20th century Britain. On the contrary, they “proved 

 
77 Thomas Macho and Kristin Marek (ed.), Die neue Sichtbarkeit des Todes, Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2011. 
78 Tina Weber, Drop Dead Gorgeous: Representations of Corpses in American TV Shows, Campus Verlag, 

2012, 267 p. 
79 Hubert Knoblauch, “The Decline of Clinical Dissections and the ‘Culture of Death’”, Nuncius, 27, 2012, p. 
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remarkably adaptable to the challenges of industrial modernity.”80 Frisby thus challenged the 

disenchantment narrative in death studies so often associated with the notion that death is being 

denied in contemporary societies. She was one of the many speakers to various editions of the 

annual conference on death studies held in Alba Iulia, Romania, between 2007 and 2015. 

Thanks to the works of its organisers, this venue became a yearly opportunity for death scholars 

to exchange ideas that helped reshape the study of death across disciplinary and national 

boundaries and move away from an excessive focus on death-denial.81 

In a more private vein, American historian Thomas Laqueur argued in his 2015 book 

The Work of the Dead. A Cultural History of Mortal Remains that the dead never stopped 

“working” in the world of the living and therefore that “we have never been disenchanted.”82 

The original idea of his book dated from 1983, incidentally the year when Michel Vovelle 

published his opus magnum on death. Laqueur, then a student, had formulated what he 

described as a “vague” project entitled “The Meaning of Death in Post-Reformatory Britain.” 

It was, as he recalled, “a search for a history of death that would go beyond the one told by 

demographers and doctors, on the one hand, and intellectual historians and scholars of religion 

on the other. I took meaning to be essentially an inner experience that might have an accessible 

history.”83 

During the thirty years that separated this initial formulation from the publication of his 

book, Laqueur lived through the experience of mourning. It led him to face, as he wrote, “my 

own inability to articulate the attitudes towards death of people I knew and know intimately” 

and thus “it seemed futile to explore the subject systematically in those whom I would know 

 
80 Helen Frisby, « Drawing the Pillow, Laying Out and Port Wine : the Moral Economy of Death, Dying and 

Bereavement in England, c. 1840-1930 «, Mortality, vol. 20, no. 2, 2014, p. 123. 
81 See: Marius Rotar, « The Time that Comes Toward Us : The Alba Iulia Death Conferences «, Death Studies, 

vol. 41, no. 1, 2017, p. 1-5. 
82 Thomas Laqueur, The Work of the Dead. A Cultural History of Mortal Remains, Princeton (NJ), Princeton 

University Press, 2015, p. 18. 
83 Thomas Laqueur, op. cit., p. X. 
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considerably less well in the distant past.” 84  At the level of a historian's life, this story 

exemplifies the dissociation of death studies from the history of mentalities, even though 

Laqueur interpreted the notion of “attitudes” in a more individualised sense here than Michel 

Vovelle would. Hence, Laqueur decided to approach the topic of death “through something 

more material, through what death leaves behind : through the dead body.”85 If by their mere 

presence, bodies are hardly deniable. Hence, the history of cadaver disposal resists to the 

narrative of denial – so long as we accept that organising for the removal of bodies is different 

from denying them and the reality that they incarnate.86  

This movement of critique of the death-denial thesis within social sciences continues 

to grow. Death studies keep moving away from Gorer’s and Ariès’ theses and exploring new 

territory. Michel Vovelle’s path as a historian who studied death is a good example of those 

changes. In 2008, he spoke about the tendencies which he saw in the contemporary funeral 

practises and relationship to death:  

 

In all this intertwining of attitudes, of forgotten gestures and of others that search 

for themselves, of sometimes clumsy claims, we distinguish a little more than the 

end of a traditional system. It is because, in this landscape of ruins, which is raised 

clumsily by the productions and accessories of the privatised funeral, it would be 

unjust not to discern indications of a search for new words, gestures, and 

encounters.87 

 

His stance seems to have been different a quarter of a century earlier. If one looks at the 

subjects which Vovelle did not discuss in his great book of 1983, one discovers indeed three 

 
84 Thomas Laqueur, op. cit., p. XIII. 
85  Ibid., p. XIV. 
86 Ivan Cenzi adequately pointed out in a recent article that “Regarding the Western taboo about death, much has 
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What has vanished from our daily lives is rather the presence of the dead bodies and, most of all, putrefaction.” 
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87 Michel Vovelle, « Aujourd'hui, la mort «, Études sur la mort 2008/1 (n° 133), p. 78. 
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major topics that constitute blind spots in the denial of death thesis: cremation, autopsy and 

dissection. At the time, Vovelle had briefly mentioned cremation, but only to call it "a variant 

among others" of the "taboo on death.”88 During the last decade and a half, those who have 

studied cremationist movements saw the inadequacy of understanding their advent as a sign of 

denial – which Vovelle no longer does. Stephen Prothero, for instance, claimed in 2001 that 

the history of cremation in America was “rooted, at least in part, in efforts by ordinary 

Americans to take back authority over the rites of death from professionals (undertakers and 

clergy included) and to reinvest those rites with meaning and purpose. Careful observers will 

not mistake that reinvestment with the demise of either religion or ritualisation.”89 In 2005, 

Lisa Ann Kazmier argued that the social transformations that accompanied the rise in 

cremations “do imply at least a relative decline of religiosity or the alteration of spiritual values, 

but to characterise such developments as denial seems simplistic and wholly unsatisfactory.” 

“For one, she added, the mere repetition of Gorer’s claim compromises opportunities for 

analysis.” 90  Simone Ameskamp wrote for her part in 2006 that her doctoral “dissertation 

contests the assumption that modernity implies the repression and denial of mortality.” 

“Cremationists did not fear death, she claimed. They viewed it as a form of homecoming and 

abstract union with the universal.”91 

Alongside cremation, Vovelle did not cover the history of legal autopsies, whose advent 

can hardly be understood as a form of death-denial. Much like cremation, the invention of 

autopsies as a form of cadaver disposal is a sign of a new regulation of the dead that 

accompanies urbanisation. Frédéric Chauvaud, history professor at Poitiers University, and one 
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91 Simone Ameskamp, On Fire: Cremation in Germany, 1870s-1934, thèse de doctorat (histoire), Georgetown 

University, 2006, p. iii.  



 

34 

of his students, Sandra Menenteau, have covered since 2000 that dimension of the history of 

death.92 Bruno Bertherat, a former student of historian Alain Corbin, did so as well in his 

regrettably unpublished doctoral dissertation on the 19th-century Paris morgue.93 They have 

shown by their works how the history of cadaver disposal help historians focus on what 

societies do with the dead, instead of lamenting that the history of death has entered into a void. 

The autopsy that took shape in the modern era has a history of its own. In order to make sense, 

the death-denial thesis must in turn deny that history. 

The same goes for another form of cadaver disposal that was systematised during the 

modern era: anatomical dissections. Vovelle did not cover their history either, although they 

concern several centuries of the period which he studied. Perhaps he did not because it would 

have been incoherent to give old cadaver disposal practises and newer ones the same truth 

value while claiming that Western history has led to the denial of death. More recently, 

however, historians have been studying the history of dissections, for the understanding of 

which “denial” is not a useful concept. Peter Linebaugh’s essay The Tyburn Riot Against the 

Surgeons, published in the book Albion’s Fatal Tree edited by Douglas Hay in 1975 provided 

an early example of such work. Before him, Michel Foucault had briefly spoken of dissection 

as part of his 1963 book The Birth of the Clinic.94 British historian Ruth Richardson published 

in 1987 an entire book on the history of dissection and body-snatching in graveyards in Great 

Britain, entitled Death, Dissection, and the Destitute.95 And in 2004, historian Michael Sappol 

 
92 Frédéric Chauvaud, Les experts du crime. La médecine légale en France au XIXe siècle, Paris, Aubier, 2000, 
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published A Traffic of Dead Bodies: Anatomy and Embodied Social Identity in Nineteenth-

Century America on the history of dissection in the United States. 96  In French, Rafael 

Mandressi’s book Le regard de l’anatomiste. Dissections et invention du corps en Occident, 

published in 2003, remains a reference on the history of dissection.97 They all provide examples 

of scholarship on death which needs not to rely on a notion of denial. 

Returning to contemporary scholarship, the 2016 collective book Aux origines des 

cimetières contemporains is an excellent example of a concerted effort to inherit from 

Vovelle’s work and take it forward. That book is a product of Aix-Marseille University, where 

Vovelle was a professor, and it is in line with his intellectual legacy. It can be read as a 

complement to that which Vovelle and Régis Bertrand signed together in 1983 and which the 

contributors – half of them professors at Aix-Marseille University – repeatedly quote in the 

book.98 

Persistence of the Death-Denial Thesis 

 

Despite the many challenges to death-denial, the narrative still lives on. Its presence is 

particularly striking not only in a variety of associations and cultural events which claim to be 

confronting the great taboo of Western society, but also in sociological textbooks aimed at 

introducing the students to the sociology of death and dying. One such textbook is Michael 

Leming and George Dickinson’s Understanding Dying, Death, and Bereavement, now in its 

eighth edition. Under the heading “contemporary attitudes toward death,” the authors write that 

“Americans are afraid of death, and seek to deny it.” 99  Evidence given to that effect is 
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heterogeneous: the use of euphemisms, the taboo on conversation about death, the mattresses 

in-built in caskets, externalising the care of the deceased to a professional, the lowering of the 

casket in the absence of the relatives, and cryonics. Moreover, while the popularity of life 

insurance policies and wills could demonstrate that Americans are quite accepting of death and 

prepare for it in advance, the authors claim these may actually be attempts to deny one’s 

mortality by ensuring the permanence of one’s wealth in the world of the living.  

In 2003, Clifton Bryant, the creator of the journal Sociological Symposium whose issue 

on the sociology of death was discussed in the first part of our paper, edited the Handbook of 

Death and Dying. The volume, intended to be a comprehensive and inclusive compendium, 

contains 103 essays on the topic of death and dying, some of which argue that death continues 

to be denied in Western society. In a chapter dedicated to “Historical Changes in the Meaning 

of Death in the Western Tradition,” 100largely indebted to Ariès’s work, William Wood and 

John Williamson claim that death is hidden behind closed doors in the West, and that since 

death care is performed by medical practitioners, rituals of former periods “fade into solitary 

and disconnected stories.”101 They maintain a certain scepticism towards the idea that a new 

acceptance of death may have been achieved in recent years through the resurgence of 

discussions about death and dying.  

The contribution of Social and Clinical Psychologist Bert Hayslip, “Death Denial – 

Hiding and Camouflaging Death,” also proceeds along similar lines.102 The author argues that 

societies can be classified as death denying, death defying, or death accepting, and that denial 

as a defence mechanism is manifested in: “a) preventing death, b) disposing of the dead c) 

helping make sense of death and d) endorsing socially sanctioned killing.”103 “For example,” 

he adds, “to the extent that persons believe that medical personnel can save lives, this represents 
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a form of denial.” The non-sequitur is self-evident: the belief that doctors can save patients 

from dying more or less prematurely from a certain condition does not imply believing that 

doctors can postpone or evade death indefinitely. Again, the use of euphemisms, the 

displacement of death from home to the hospital, embalming, the separation of churches from 

cemeteries, the avoidance of expressing grief in public are offered by Hayslip as evidence of 

denial. 

New forms of the death-denial thesis are also gaining increasing traction in the field of 

psychology. The works of American social psychology professors Jeff Greenberg Sheldon 

Solomon and Tom Pyszczynski are probably the most notable examples of this trend. The three 

authors developed in a much-cited 1991 article what they called the Terror Management 

Theory (TMT), which they elaborated in many further publications and that is now at the centre 

of a growing scholarship.104 The basic assumption of the theory is borrowed from Ernest 

Becker. It states that cultures formed out of the human necessity to cope with the randomness 

of existence and with the consciousness that death is the inevitable endpoint. This assumption 

provides the basis for an explanatory model of social behaviour. Motivation of human action 

would thereby reside in efforts to resist the weakening of culture whose function is to shield us 

from the reality of death. This new psychological interpretation gives Becker’s thesis on the 

death-denying nature of human cultures an ever-growing influence. 

The reasons of the success and pervasiveness of the death-denial narrative, we believe, 

need to be looked for in its ideological dimension rather than in the sometimes dubious 

substance of its claims. While Cannadine is right in claiming that the narrative enlists nostalgia 

in its support, there is something more to the story than a sheer longing for an idealised past. 

Death-denial is a narrative of fall, a critique of a specific aspect of modernity which became 
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popular in a time when modernity at large came under the scrutiny of social scientists and 

philosophers. In fact, exactly like critiques of modernity, the narrative of death denial mourns 

the loss of pre-modern symbolic structures, and the entrance in a dehumanising, mechanised, 

profit-oriented order. In particular, the denouncement of the loss of the rituals and religious 

beliefs which assumedly made death comprehensible and non-traumatic find a parallel in the 

innumerable works written on the dissolution of ancient cosmologies which provided an 

orienting framework to the Western Man. The deleterious consequences of technology and 

capitalism feature prominently both in works concerned with death-denial and in critiques of 

modernity, as they are blamed for dehumanising life and death, and sometimes even for 

reducing them to occasions for profit.105 Lyn Lofland (whose contribution has already been 

discussed) and Kenneth Doka also made this case.106 In his contribution to the Handbook of 

Death and Dying, Doka postulates in fact that one of the reasons for the success of the Death 

Awareness movement was that its narrative coincided with that promoted by other activist 

groups in the 1960s, claiming rights and dignity for the dying, proclaiming the naturalness of 

death, and denouncing dehumanising technology.107  If we consider that, as mentioned in the 

first part of our article, Gorer and Ariès fashioned the notion of a contemporary denial of death 

and of its negative consequences by denouncing it, we can understand another reason for the 

longevity of the narrative, as well as the paradox at its core. As argued by Zimmermann, death 

denial, ‘has been erected as an obstacle by the very discourse that continues to propose to tear 

it down and remains in this discourse because it is an integral component of it108.’ Such a 
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discourse can perpetuate itself only by asserting what it claims to be struggling against: despite 

its assumed goal of breaking the taboo on death, it needs death to be denied in order to exist. 

In conclusion, can we still claim that Western societies denies death? Perhaps the 

question itself has lost of its meaning. To be sure, claims of death denial are still well in use in 

many groups today, such as those associated with the Death Cafés initiative elaborated by 

Swiss ethnologist Bernard Crettaz in 1999, or with Dying Matters in the UK. But within 

academia, we suspect that many scholars would now agree that their work in death studies does 

not rely and indeed contests the assumption that we live in death-denying societies. We, for 

ones, both consider our work to be focused on what the living have done with the dead, as 

opposed to what they should have done or did not do. If we are correct in guessing that many 

colleagues share a similar opinion, then death studies might now be at a turn. 
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