

1









An analysis of the development of our relationship with death
Sunidhi Wadehra 
University of Alberta
SOC 335 – Contemporary Social Theory
Dr. Zohreh BayatRizi










It is unsurprising, and inevitable, that the relationships of man have developed alongside human evolution. The relationship of man with death has undoubtedly been omnipresent throughout time. Therefore, it follows that man’s relationship with death too has changed over time. Herein lies the interest of this paper: how has our relationship with death changed over time and what circumstances have sparked this development? In pursuit of this question, I analyze the arguments of Weber’s “Science as a Vocation”, Freud’s “Our Attitudes Towards Death”, and Mellor and Shilling’s Modernity, Self-identity, and the Sequestration of Death. I choose these three authors due to the organization of their writing. Each author formats their argument according to the distinction between the “before” relationship to death—often characterized as primitive or pre-modern—and a “now” relationship to death. This illusion of change in man’s relationship to death offered by the theorists is what draws the interest of this paper towards them. This paper will, first, individually analyze each theorist’s position on the topic and, second, aiming to comparatively analyze each argument to examine the causes of development in our relationship to death offered by each theorist and investigate the possibility of a meta-theory explaining the changes.
Firstly, this paper will analyze the theorist Freud and his work “Our Attitudes Towards Death”. Freud’s main thesis is the following: humans have had two opposing attitudes towards death that meet in paradox when faced with a particular conflict, the product of which differs from pre-historic man to modern man. Freud argues that prehistoric man took death seriously as a life terminating force in the context of the death of the other and, in contrast, prehistoric man denied death and reduced it to nothingness in context of his own death (Freud, 1918, pp.  10-13). However, these opposing attitudes came into conflict following a death of a loved one (Freud , 1918, p.13). In response to this grief, premodern man compromised to accept the concept of death while still denying death the significance of destroying life by creating life after death—spirits, souls, and, eventually, religion—and by creating ethical laws in attempt to mend the guilt caused by the death of a loved one (Freud, 1918, pp. 15-19). The prehistoric man continues to live, unchanged, in the unconscious of civilized man (Freud, 1918, p. 24). Civilized man too does not believe in his own death which manifests in acts of heroism (Freud, 1918, pp. 24-25). Another attitude of civilized man is one that acknowledges death as the destroyer of life in the context of others comes into conflict, similarly to prehistoric man, with the death of a loved one. Although, the result of this conflict is not religion or ethics but neurosis (Freud, 1918, p. 31). However, how do the attitudes of man toward death fit with how our relationship with death has developed over time? Freud’s explanation of our ‘attitudes’ towards death constitutes our relationship to death. Our “before” relationship to death was characterized by prehistoric man’s denial. The “before” relationship of denial was first composed of denial of just one’s own death. However, due to the realization sparked by the death of a loved one, the “before” relationship of death was then characterized by denial in terms of denying the life terminating properties of death accomplished through the creation of souls and spirits (Freud, 1918, pp. 15-19). Furthermore, Freud’s work allows for the statement that our “now” relationship to death occurs in the unconscious psyche of man which reflects the attitudes of prehistoric man. We continue to deny our death and accept the death of others just as prehistoric man once did. When our attitudes are forced into conflict due to the death of a loved one, we succumb to neurosis. In other words, Freud says that our attitude towards death, one of denial, has not so much changed throughout history, but it is what we do when forced to face what we deny that changes: specifically, it is our relationship to the denial of death which has developed over time. However, the following question remains to be clarified: What circumstances does Freud perceive as having sparked this development of our relationship to death from one of denying death’s terminating properties to one of neurosis when faced with the reality of death? Freud attributes the cause of our reaction to when our death-denying selves are forced to face death to the circumstances of a loved one (Freud, 1918, pp. 13-31) but does not provide an explanation for why our reactions have changed over time. Why is it that our “before” relationship with death was characterized by denying death’s terminating properties but it has changed to our “now” relationship to death characterized by neurosis when faced with the reality of death? This paper will now look to another theorist to further examine the development of our relationship to death.
Secondly, this paper analyzes the theorists Mellor and Shilling and their work Modernity, Self-identity, and the Sequestration of Death. Mellor and Shilling’s thesis is the following: the experience of death has become increasingly privatized due to three characteristics of high modernity, or contemporary social life: “The growing role played by the reflexive re-ordering of biographical narratives in the construction of self-identity; the increased identification of the self with the body; and a shrinkage in the scope of the sacred that has tended to privatise people’s experience of death” (1993, p. 412). The first characteristic of high modernity, different notions of what constitutes self-identity, refers to the fact the self is no longer seen as an essential component within society but as a lonesome entity repressed by mechanisms of society such as various social norms, rules, and codes (Mellor & Shilling, 1993, p. 413). This aspect of high modernity impacts death by making death a privatised event as opposed to a communal event. The second characteristic of contemporary society, the minimization of the conception of self to the physical body, refers to the value placed on the physical body due to the reduction of well-being to a ‘healthy’ physical body—an attitude that the authors label as the ‘narcissistic personality’ (Mellor & Shilling, 1993, p. 418-420). The feature of modernity being future-oriented is also threatened with the prospect of death as an event that symbolizes no future (Mellor & Shilling, 1993, p. 419). “Modernity has not just emptied the sky of angels, but has emptied tradition, ritual, and, increasingly, virtually all overarching normative meaning structures of much of their content” (Mellor & Shilling, 1993, p. 428). The third characteristic of high modernity, the decreased role of the sacred, refers to the loneliness caused by desacralization that had originally served as a mode of community and tradition. However, how do the characteristics of high modernity fit with how our relationship to death has developed over time? Mellor and Shilling characterize our “now” relationship to death as one that consists of the practices of medicalization of death, embalming, hospice, physical health regimens, and therapy. Our “now” relationship to death is one which privatizes the matter by either containing death in a medicalized facility or attempting to avoid it by keeping up our health. Death under high modernity is a privatized event experienced by lonesome individuals who cope using survival strategies (see Mellor & Shilling, 1993, pp. 424-426). Our “before” relationship to death was one that considered death as a communal event—in ‘traditional societies’. “[When] death occurred, its significance denoted a disruption to the social body more than it did the passing of an individual body. When identity is rooted more in the group than it is in the individual, death does not threaten the individual as it does in the modern world” (Mellor & Shilling, 1993, p. 419). Death was once meant not that an individual had lost society, but society had lost an individual (Mellor & Shilling, 1993, p. 219). Now, the following question remains: What circumstances do Mellor and Shilling perceive as having sparked this development of our relationship to death from a communal event to a privatised matter? The entirety of this piece was dedicated to theoretically analyzing how the three characteristics of the high modernity transformed death over time. Mellor and Shilling attribute this development of our relationship to death to the rise of numerous aspects of high modernity. However, the authors reference Weber’s work, specifically “Science as a Vocation”, when discussing the impact of high modernity. Therefore, to further examine the development of our relationship to death, this paper will now examine Weber. 
Lastly, this paper analyzes Weber. Weber’s main thesis in “Science as a Vocation” is the following: the growing processes of intellectualization and rationalization, in principle, allow us to control everything by means of calculation and that, in turn, means the disenchantment of the world (Weber, 1919, pp. 12-13). Weber states the following: “Those of us who travel by streetcar have not the faintest idea how that streetcar works. Nor have we any need to know it” (Weber, 1919, p. 12). The streetcar analogy is perfectly suited to illustrate Weber’s thesis. This means that scientific progress, which is the result of the intellectual process of rationalization, gives people the option to access the ever-increasing plethora of knowledge relating to our complex world if they so wished to explore it (Weber, 1919, p. 12). However, people often opt to refrain from exploring the fruit of intellectualization: there is no need to know how the streetcar works (Weber, 1919, p.12). As a result of intellectualization, we are surrounded by aspects of life which are controllable through means of calculation: we no longer require magic or spirits to explain the complexities of our lives (Weber, 1919, p. 13). This ever-growing process of intellectualization leads to the disenchantment of the world (Weber, 1919, p. 13). However, how does the disenchantment of our world relate to this paper’s question relating to how death has developed over time? As previously mentioned, the chosen authors, including Weber, format their work according to a distinction between the “before” relationship to death and the “now” relationship to death. Weber distinguishes the “before” and the “now” as one which occurred prior to heightened intellectualization and one which occurs during current disenchanted times, respectively. “[Death] has no meaning for a civilized person […] because the individual civilized life was situated within ‘progress’ and infinity, it could not have an intrinsically meaningful end. For the man caught up in the chain of progress always has a further step in front of him” (Weber, 1919, p. 13). Weber states that the “now” understanding of our relationship to death is characterized by disenchantment (Weber, 1919, p. 13). Intellectualization sparked the infinitely burning flame of scientific progress that scorches all possibilities of fulfilment in life leaving behind only fumes that reek of the exhausting need for everlasting progress impaling the frail lungs of all humans who simply desire satisfaction from life. Simply put, the “now” relationship between humans and death is unfulfilling: death is a meaningless and hollow event for the current man. If Weber characterizes our current relationship with death as hollow and meaningless, what would Weber have to say about our previous relationship with death? One can logically conclude from Weber’s argument that if the modern phenomenon of intellectualization caused death to be an unfulfilling event, then there was an era of human history—before ‘modernization’—that our relationship to death was characterized by fulfilment. Pre-modern man “died ‘old and fulfilled by life’ because he was part of an organic life cycles, because in the evening of his days his life had given him whatever it had to offer and because there were no riddles that he still wanted to solve” (Weber, 1919, p. 13). ‘Uncivilized’ man could have enough of life because there was a set amount of advancement life could offer (Weber, 1919, p. 13). There was no possibility of infinite progress. Now, the following question remains: What circumstances does Weber perceive as having sparked this development of our relationship to death from fulfilment to meaninglessness? Weber credits this change in our relationship with death to instrumental rationality which introduces infinite progress removing the possibility of death as a mode of fulfilment. Simply put, Weber’s work allows for the conclusion that it is the modern phenomenon of intellectualization that sparked the development of our relationship to death from “before” characterized by fulfilment as opposed to “now” characterized by meaninglessness. 
An examination of the theories provided by the three separate pieces of work, at first glance, are seemingly separate explanations of how our relationship with death has changed over time and what circumstances have sparked this development. Upon analysis, Freud stated that our “before” relationship to death was characterized by denying death’s terminating properties and our “now” relationship to death leads to neurosis when we are forced to face the reality of death. However, Freud does not explain what caused this change in our relationship with death. An examination of Mellor and Shilling revealed their stance that our “before” relationship with death was characterized by a sense of unity as death was a communal event and our “now” relationship with death is identified as a private matter. The authors state that this development of our relationship to death is credited to the three characteristics of high modernity. Lastly, an analysis of Weber revealed his stance that our “before” relationship to death was one in which death acted as a mode of fulfilment and our “now” relationship to death is one characterized by meaninglessness. Weber states that instrumental rationality sparked this development of our relationship to death. Both Mellor and Shilling and Weber credit the causes of development in our relationship with death to a force of modernity. Can it be that Mellor and Shilling’s characteristics of high modernity can be grouped into one force of modernity as defined by Weber’s force of instrumental rationality? Weber’s instrumental rationality refers to intellectualization and rationalization used to efficiently make progress. Disenchantment—a result of intellectualization—explains the shrinkage of the scope of the sacred which, as a result, explains the loneliness of high modernity due to the privatisation of the construction of the self. Also, rationalization explains the future-oriented nature of contemporary social life that leads to the reduction of well-being to a healthy physical body as that is a necessary precursor to avoiding the termination of life: death. Weber’s concept that intellectualization and rationality sparked the development of our relationship to death fits Mellor and Shilling’s notion that high modernity is to be credited for this development. However, is Weber’s notion fit to describe the development in Freud’s characterization of our “before” and “now” relationship to death? Freud’s work indicates that our “before” relationship to death was characterized by denying death’s terminating properties and has developed into a relationship consisting of neurosis when we are forced to face death. Recall that Freud states that prehistoric man deprived death of its meaning as the termination of life by creating soul theories, reincarnation, and, eventually, religion (Freud, 1918, pp. 15-18). However, modern man copes with the reality of death with the response of neurosis. Modern man no longer uses the sacred as a coping mechanism due to disenchantment caused by intellectualization. The development of our relationship to death from one of denying death’s termination properties to one of coping with death through neurosis—a development that Freud does not examine—can be explained by Weber’s notion of intellectualization. It is not in the nature of sociology, especially in the current academic field characterized by skepticism from postmodern sociologists, to accept meta-theories that provide hard universal truths for one circumstance. However, in light of the striking applicability of the notion of instrumental rationality and intellectualization in the three authors, an exception may be necessary. This paper argues that the following meta-theory: Weber’s notion of intellectualization, as a force that aims to efficiently control the world through means of calculation, and its implications, disenchantment, can explain the development of man’s relationship to death as characterized by Freud, Mellor and Shilling, and Weber.
As a closing remark, this paper aims to justify itself in the face of an anticipated critique. An anticipated critique of this paper is its tendency to create a dichotomy: the “before” and “now”. It is understood amongst sociologists and anthropologists that evolution and change are gradual processes that do not occur in such a binary fashion as suggested in this paper. However, the justification of the ‘binary’ approach of this paper is twofold: first, the literature relating to this topic follows a ‘binary’ approach and it logically follows that a paper based on literature too follows this approach; and second, it is perhaps beyond the scope of this paper to meticulously examine the plethora of human history to investigate the gradual change of our relationship to death. Therefore, I suggest that a meticulous investigation of our relationship to death be conducted to go beyond the binary typology extrapolated from the theorists this paper analyzed and to further develop the meta-theory offered by this paper. This paper is but one attempt at tackling and analyzing the elusive and sociologically infamous power that is change in the context of our relationship to death.
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