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Studies of the history of death saw the 
light of day, nor could it have been otherwise, 
in the riverbed of cultural history1, which 
has drawn thematic and methodological 
inspiration from anthropology and other 
human sciences. Since death (an opaque 
phenomenon, quintessentially impenetra-

ble) does not allow itself to be easily assembled as an object of knowledge, it is necessary 
to patiently gather data and sources which may provide keys to interpretation, in the 
knowledge that dying is not a biological event but a cultural process, varying according 
to the historical and social context in which it occurs. Moreover, death presents itself as 
a radical otherness when compared to the human world, as chaos, as absence of form: 
and any civilisation which defines itself as such cannot but elaborate an answer to 
death, including it in its own mental universe and its institutional uses. The history of 
death enquires into the totality of collective representations2 belonging specifically to a 
particular society from the past: it seeks to understand how the living (civilisation, society 
or individual) have related to death, how they have feared, challenged or accepted their 
own dying; how they have mourned, buried, remembered, honoured or forgotten their 
dead. The anthropologists dealt with these themes, together with the very definition of 
«cultural representations», before the historians, so that the historian of death cannot 
get by without the extensive anthropological and ethnographical literature of these 
themes, that is to say, the theories of Hertz, Van Gennep, Malinowski, Huntington and 
Metcalf, Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry, Louis Vincent Thomas, etc., to reflect on 
Western society of the past and of the present. 
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1 Ref. P. Burke, What is Cultural History?, Cambridge, Polity, 2004; P. Ory, L’histoire culturelle, 
Paris, Puf 2004; Ph: Poirrier, Les enjeux de l’histoire culturelle, Paris, Seuil 2004.

2 About the importance of the idea of the collective representation, Ref. R. Hertz, Contribution 
à une etude sur la représentation collective de la mort, «Studi tanatologici», II, 2006, p. 27 ss.
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On the other hand, and reciprocally, today’s anthropologists frequently consider 
their prevalently ethnographical interest as a sort of ‘long way around’ undertaken 
by the scholar to reach understanding of our society, with his gaze enriched by what 
he has seen elsewhere. This is the case of Huntington and Metcalf3, who have spoken 
of contemporary America, of Louis Vincent Thomas4, who in reflecting on Africa 
turned his gaze towards Europe. A considerable convergence, despite the difference in 
sources and working methodologies, has thus been created between anthropologists 
and historians who have an interest in thanatology, as well as useful debate, above 
all oriented to an understanding of the contemporary West. It is no coincidence that 
the works of Ariès, of Tenenti, of Vovelle and of other scholars, re-emerging from 
analysis of the past, have often turned a critical eye on our society. Many studies, both 
historical and anthropological, have thus highlighted the profound crisis of funeral 
rites nowadays, of the places and of the cult of the dead, of the rituals of mourning, 
as well as denouncing the so-called «removal» or negation of death. 

Perhaps the most urgent task today, for historians of death, is that of investigating 
the reasons and the manifestations of such a crisis, without pausing to stigmatise it, 
but rather understanding it as a difficult moment of passage and of adaptation, from 
one codified system (from the religious and customs point of view), to other systems, 
more open, more complex and less rigid, which are due to extraordinarily rapid 
technological and cultural changes in our time, in every sphere of life, the outcomes 
and implications of which are, frequently, still hard to interpret. 

In order to attempt to make a contribution in this direction, we have analysed 
the shared representations of «good death» in contemporary Western society (or 
rather in so-called advanced countries, especially in urban areas, where economic 
growth is greater and cultural transformation more rapid). We have found that good 
death is systematically associated with natural death, to such a degree that this idea 
of natural death appears today to be a deeply-rooted and widespread myth. The 
adjective «natural» does not, however, have an unambiguous meaning, and analysing 
its multiple uses allows us to come closer, in part, to the type of specific response 
which our society is developing in front of death.

Let us examine, first of all, two cases in which the idea of natural death has a 
predominantly controversial function as regards the tendency towards negation. In 
a very famous essay of 1955, The pornography of Death, the sociologist Goffrey Gorer5 
complained that it was impossible to recount a death bed scene, as was usual in the 
Victorian age: he lamented that natural death was no longer a subject of reflection, 
that it had rather become almost obscene, and that it had disappeared from literature. 
In a similar way, the anthropologist and thanatologist Louis-Vincent Thomas, in his 
La mort en question, of 1991, made it clear that «natural and necessary» death, taken as 

3 P. Metcalf, R. Huntington, Celebrations of Death. The anthropology of Mortuary ritual, 
Cambridge University Press, New York, 1997, 2nd edition.

4 L.-V. Thomas, Les chairs de la mort, Paris, Sanofi-Synthélabo, 2000.
5 Now it is possible to read this article in «Studi Tanatologici», 1, 2005, pp. 17-22.
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a biological inevitability, was an event which was not accepted in the contemporary 
mentality6. Such a rejection had and has to do with representations of the body in 
Western society, which must be, in the dominant stereotype, sexy, young and beautiful7: 
if the healthy body is lived like a machine which can and must work, the sick body like 
a broken-down machine, death corresponds to a breakdown which is beyond repair. 
But it is not easy to take on board the idea that this breakdown is ineluctable, and 
therefore a guilty party for death is frequently sought: the killer illness, the doctors 
who have failed to provide adequate treatment, etc.

In both the cases cited, the idea of natural death served as a criticism of the present 
harking back, with greater or lesser nostalgia, to a dimension lost in the past, or in a 
cultural or utopian “elsewhere”, more human and simpler, in which it was possible to 
die ‘naturally’, in one’s own bed, of illness, resigned and surrounded by one’s nearest 
and dearest and by a community which was emotionally involved and physically 
present. But, beyond this implicitlonging, shared too by Ariès8, who speaks of an age 
in which death was accepted and familiar (tamed, to use his term), where do we find 
the historical roots of the modern ideal of natural death? 

It was above all the intellectuals of the Enlightenment who extolled the natural 
interpretation of dying, to oppose the Christian conception which saw in death the 
tragic moment in which the dying person was “going for broke”: either salvation 
of the soul or its damnation; and to react against the ecclesiastical pastoral of death 
designed to create a fear of hell and of final judgement. 

Let us reflect on the theory of Buffon in his De l’Homme, (taken up by Jaucourt 
in Diderot’s Encyclopédie)9, according to which death is only the last movement of a 
process which takes place in stages throughout the course of an entire life, beginning 
with birth itself, and which is neither painful nor fearsome for the old person, who 
goes out like a burnt out candle, gently. 

Let us also ponder on the thought of the materialists, Diderot10, d’Holbach11, La 
Mettrie12, who asserted that dying meant changing form: man, like all other beings, 
is subject to the eternal laws of nature.

6 L.-V. Thomas, La mort en question. Traces de Mort, Mort dse traces, Paris, L’Harmattan 1991.
7 See also A. Milanaccio, Corpi naturali e corpi culturali: corpo alter ego, in La scena degli addii. 

Morte e riti funebri nella società occidentale contemporanea (ed. by Marina Sozzi), Torino, Paravia-
Scriptorium, 2001.

8 M. Vovelle criticized this perspective of Ariès’ work, saying it represents the ancient way 
of dealing with Death like an atemporary one, until the breaking out of modern era. See M. 
Vovelle, introduction to La morte e l’Occidente, Bari, Laterza 1993, p. X-XII. 

9 See Encyclopédie ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, par une société de 
gens de lettres, A Neufchatel, 1765, entry Mort (Hist. Nat. De l’homme).

10 See D. Diderot, Enretien entre d’Alembert et Diderot, Le Rêve de d’Alembert, Suite de l’Entretien 
(ed. by J. Roger), Paris, Flammarion, 1965.

11 See D’Holbach, Système de la nature (ed. by J. Boulad-Ayoub), Paris, Fayard, I, 13, p. 288.
12 See J. O. De La Mettrie, Il Sommo bene (ed. by M. Sozzi), Palermo, Sellerio, 1993.
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But take into consideration, above all, the entry Mort in the Encyclopédie, written 
by the vitalist physician Ménuret de Chambaud, who believed, foreshadowing a 
sensibility which is universal today in the West, that only death by old age is natural 
and acceptable, since what counts, in the first instance, is man’s earthly life13. Thus, 
the doctors’ job, is to do all that is possible so that men die solely of old age, just as 
another doctor, Xavier Bichat14, reiterated at the end of the century.

Today this death by old age, devoid of suffering, which strikes during sleep or 
suddenly, is the fervent wish and at the same time the expectation of the majority of 
our contemporaries, as is apparent from a number of surveys carried out in France 
and in England15 in the later part of the XXth Century. In the same years, a thinker like 
Baudrillard asserted, in L’Echange symbolique et la mort16, that death has now become, 
in our cultures, mere biological fact, devoid of a ritual and cultural dimension, and 
denounced the severe consequences of its lacking: suffering in proximity to one’s 
own death and that of another is more profound; and furthermore a pathological 
collective passion manifests itself, conveyed by the mass-media, for violent death, 
death in accidents, death in war, massacre and disaster. He too, then, joined the 
choir of scholars who protested against the individual - non- social and non-cultural 
- character of death in the second half of the 20th Century. Such condemnation of our 
civilisation rang out like an alarm bell, and a complex movement was born, made 
up of doctors, psychologists, scholars and citizens’ associations of and the sick, who 
are still seeking to invent a new culture of the dying human, also by means of the 
production of a rich thanatological literature (above all in Anglo-Saxon countries) of 
which we will try to highlight some elements.

Amongst these innovators, no longer preoccupied with the sentence of the present, 
but looking forward, one can identify a red thread, founded on the very collective 
myth of natural death. It is a myth which enjoys a very broad consensus: favoured 
by Christian thinking, because it brings to mind a life and a death managed not by 
man, but by the same divinity who controls nature, it is used in and shared by lay 
thinking, which harks back to the value, found in the Enlightenment, of a human life 
interpreted in its earthly reality.

In reality, if one seeks to go deeper into the meaning of such a myth, one immediately 
trips on a first contradiction. The concept of natural death is exquisitely ‘cultural’, that 
is to say, it supplies both an idealised interpretation of nature (gentle, and Cartesianly 
dominated by man), and of human life, taken as an individual search for a new 
equilibrium with the external environment and with the rhythms of the body: the 
antithesis of natural death is, indeed, artificial death. 

Such an artifice has several faces.

13 Encyclopédie…cit. entry Mort (Médecine).
14 Ref. X. Bichat, Recherches physiologiques sur la vie et la mort, Paris 1800. See also: Ph. Hunemann, 

Bichat, la vie et la mort, Paris, Puf 1998.
15 See Vovelle, La morte e l’Occident…cit., p. 622-5. 
16 Baudrillard, L’échange symbolique et la mort, Paris, Gallimard 1976.
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In Anglo-Saxon countries there exists a natural death movement, which is also 
mentioned in Glennys Howards and Oliver Leaman’s Encyclopedia of death and Dying17. 
It is a movement which has developed in the United Kingdom and in the United 
States since the 1980’s, roughly speaking, and whose objective it is to re-appropriate 
the management of death, to take it out of the hands of professionals, undertakers and 
thanatopractors. It is considered artifice, in this first case, charging the undertakers to 
do the necessary, private initiative and the commercialisation of funeral arrangements. 
There is in this, to use the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman’s expression of, a «desire 
for community»18, a nostalgia of the times in which one took care of one’s own dead, 
before the history of the commercialisation, which dates from approximately the 
end of the 1700’s in Anglo-Saxon countries. In the United Kingdom there is a Natural 
Death Centre, founded in 1991, whose goal it is to help all those who intend to have 
their funerals arranged by family members, in environmentally-friendly ways. There 
is a publication, The natural Death handbook19, and a website, www.naturaldeath.org. 
The Anglo-Saxon pantheists, who have a website which supports similar values to 
these, maintain that in the contemporary age death has been ‘denatured’, and write: 
«Death should be treated as a natural part of a life led as part of nature. Medicalized, 
hospitalized, sanitized death - which denies death, and stifles grief - should be replaced 
by natural death and natural grief»20.

But the most common meaning of this artifice is that found in therapeutic obstinacy, 
a term which refers to an excessive and futile deployment of medical technology at 
the end of a life (respirators, feeding tubes, etc.), which delay death without more the 
possibility of cure, and which frequently cause agony to the dying person and, at the 
same time, limit their right to self-determination. In the United States, the expression 
Natural Death Acts, quoted in the Encyclopaedia of Death and Dyng edited by Robert 
Kastenbaum21, defines all those laws passed in many of the states of the USA, which 
determine in which situations people may refuse medical treatment.

In the book The Last Dance by DeSpelder and Strickland, presently in its ninth 
edition, and translated into Italian, such legal definitions find their cultural dimension: 
good death is defined as «appropriate death»22. In our society one can only speak of 
appropriate death when, once pain has been eliminated, the dying person is able, 
within the limits of the problems created by the illness, to take decisions and resolve 
situations of conflict, maintaining their own identity and self-esteem. The paragraph 
concludes with the words pronounced by a doctor about the death of a patient: «Death 
was another event in his life, as natural as his birth».

17 Glennys Howards and Oliver Leaman, Encyclopaedia of death and Dying, Routledge, London 
2001.

18 See Z. Bauman, Voglia di comunità (Missing community), Bari, Laterza 2001. 
19 See S. Wienrich and J, Speyer, The natural death Handbook, 4th edition, Riden, London.
20 See the site: http://www.pantheism.net
21 Ref. R. Kastenbaum, Encyclopaedia of Death and Dying, Macmillan, USA, 2003.
22 L. DeSpelder and A. Strickland, The last dance. Encountering Death and Dying, Myfield 

Publishing Company, Montain View, California 1999.
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Another example from the Anglo-Saxon world, the much-read, reprinted 
and reviewed The good Death. The new American Search to Reshape the end of life, 
by Marylin Webb23. One chapter, entitled Dying Well, narrates, with a somewhat 
Rousseaunian tone which is reminiscent of the death of Julie in the Nouvelle Héloïse, 
of a certain Judith who dies of cancer at thirty-six years of age releasing around 
her an astonishing atmosphere of love, magic, humour and of warmth. The author 
writes that this woman and her husband were beginning to explore, almost without 
realising it, the notion of «natural dying», similarly to what had happened a few 
decades earlier with the rediscovery of natural birth, and stresses the importance 
of such a social change. In this case the artifice, which is rejected, as well as the 
futile medical prolongation of life, is inherent in the solitude and isolation of the 
dying person24. The nature to which reference is made is the family entourage and 
the atmosphere of affection, which surrounds the end of the life, the presence of 
intimacy and familiar objects. It is the notion of «good death» belonging to the 
well-known philosophy of palliative care. The aforementioned thought does not, 
of course, intend to reject medical progress, but rather to use it for a more aware 
handling of death. Still, in making medical progress its own, the theory of natural 
death reveals more manifestly its paradoxical aspect.

Perhaps it is not enough to reject useless medical prolongation of life by opposing 
‘nature’ to ‘artifice’: in fact, amongst the principal conditions of the new way of dying 
there are sophisticated drugs, which enable us to defeat pain without always removing 
the patient’s consciousness.

Furthermore, many points for reflection arise from the debate on euthanasia, which 
in Italy has been vigorous, in all the daily newspapers, from September to December 
2006, on account of the case of Piergiorgio Welby, afflicted with muscular dystrophy 
for many years kept alive thanks to a respirator and many other machines, who 
requested euthanasia in a public letter to the President of the Republic. Welby, a man of 
politics and an intellectual, has also left us a book, Let me die25, which has recently been 
much read. Taking for granted that natural death is a value, in his letter Welby wrote: 
«What is natural, Mr President, [...] in a body kept alive artificially?». Paradoxically, 
Welby’s request for euthanasia seemed like a return to that lost naturalness put aside 
by a medical technology which imposed itself too much. Welby had in fact been put 
on life support by means of a tracheotomy when his lungs failed: if this purely medical 
prolongation of life had been avoided, Welby would have died at that point. Whereas, 
his suffering seemed, by this stage, to be characterised by a dimension of excess and 
gratuitousness. The excessive and unnatural pain, is for many supporters of euthanasia 
sufficient reason to resort to an artifice (death provoked), which, however, has the 
prerogative of restoring the ‘naturalness’ of a gentle death, and, as such, remains the 

23 M. Webb, The good Death. The new American Search to Reshape the end of life, Bantam Books, 
New York 1999.

24 Ref. N. Elias, La solitudine del morente, Bologna, Il Mulino, 2005.
25 P. Welby, Lasciatemi morire, Milano, Rizzoli 2006. Translated by us into English.
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only solution practicable, allowing the individual to retain control over their own 
life, that is to say the possibility of choosing not to pass through stages of life which 
strip life of its natural dignity. 

It must be stressed that euthanasia takes shape as an ‘issue’ in a modern sense, only 
in the course of the 1900’s , since when, indeed, life support technologies have made 
it possible to keep people alive who ‘naturally’ would already be dead. The difficult 
and complex discourse on euthanasia which assails Western biomedicine today is, in 
some manner, a form of nemesis, for an art which has misplaced, somewhere down 
the line, its own humanistic face, and therefore its own true object, man taken as the 
totality of the person.

It is, then, interesting to note how prevalent the myth of natural death is compared 
to the ideological opposition, which divides nations and political affiliations (for or 
against the legalisation of euthanasia, for example) and leaves room to the collective 
imagination. It is clear that the myth of natural death, being widely shared, cannot but 
intersect with some basic values in the make-up of Western man’s identity, broadly 
approved compared to the conceptions of life, death and the afterlife, which are 
different and often very stratified. 

The representation of a good ‘natural’ death incarnates the double attempt to gain 
peace of mind in the face of the anguish without name of dying and to re-appropriate 
the event of death, without however waiving the right to keep death in a marginal 
position when compared to life. In such a conception of death the greatest focus is 
put on the dying person as an individual, who must be helped to maintain right to 
the end his specificity: decision-making power, independence from external forces, 
values, sense. Nothing is said of a possible contemporary form of meditatio mortis, 
or if one wishes of a secularised preparation faced with death. The good death, or 
the natural death, concerns the immediate proximity of dying. An indispensable 
condition for maintaining individuality at the end of life is, therefore, that the pain 
of the terminal illness and agony be controlled (and this idea is today universally 
shared, in spite of a long Western history dating back to the Middle Ages which saw 
in suffering a form of redemption). 

The Western ‘myth’ of natural death establishes a criteria -in the our age, and 
in relation to death- which separates what is perceived as tolerable from what is 
experienced as intolerable. In this regard it must not be forgotten that we have come 
through a cultural context in which death itself was intolerable. The notion of death 
as intolerable has lived side by side with the feeling that medicine is omnipotent, 
with the glorification of youth, with various strategies for repressing the idea of 
death. 

Our response to death is in tune with the vision which our culture has of life and of 
well-being, and bears the strong imprint of the values of individuality and the pursuit 
of ephemeral but uninterrupted gratification of a disposable happiness, to use, once 
again, Bauman’s words, when he writes: «The prospect of an ever faster succession 
of pleasures is, literally, stunning. It helps in ridding the head of the worry about 
happiness. It also helps in forgetting that such a worry ever existed. In the reality of the 
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liquid-modern world, this amnesia is the sense of happiness»26. Now, obliviousness of 
happiness in favour of pleasure and obliviousness of death go hand in hand. Natural 
death, taken as gentle death, is a consoling thought, which allows one to prolong the 
amnesia, to put off the worry about dying, awaiting the gentleness of dying (and even 
claiming it as a right) at the end of this obligatory chasing-after pleasures (obligatory 
because our society marginalises anyone who avoids it or who is not capable of 
enjoying well-being, just as it rejects the sick, the old and the suffering). 

For this gentle and natural death, the only tolerable one, is nonetheless subordinate 
to medicine and to the institutions, which plan, as it happens, hospices, palliative and 
home care and psychological treatment. Our society, composed of women and men 
frequently alone, uprooted from a solid family setting, in order to manage not to flee 
when faced with death, in fact, needs many well-structured, material, spatial-temporal 
and psychological supports from institutions, whether public or private, which form 
the «warm circle», that protective warmth of a community which no longer exists. 

In conclusion, I feel I may assert that the myth of naturalness as for gentleness 
constitutes the answer of our age to death and to the specific problem of the solitude 
of the dying person. Such a myth has been constructive, on the one hand, in the 
specific choices that it has produced (in particular the idea and practice of palliative 
care, or also the British attempt to re-appropriate the management of death); on the 
other hand, it contains an ambiguity and it is worth reconsidering it. While it may 
have represented a reminder to remain conscious of human transience, such a myth 
has also contributed to reproducing the mechanism of the delegation of the thought of 
death to others: the ‘operatives’, doctors, nurses, healthcare or funeral staff in general, 
called upon to keep up and to be trained as the vestals of a good death. The majority 
of our contemporaries continue to push away reflection on mortality and feel safe 
and warm at the thought that there will be someone who, equipped with the right 
specialist skills, will be able to ensure, as if it were a right, a tolerable, gentle and 
natural death, without physical or psychological pain, without loss of individuality 
and of the meaning of one’s own being. 

26 Z. Bauman, La società sotto assedio (Society under Siege), Bari, Laterza, 2002. Translated by us 
into English. See also P. Bruckner, L’Euphorie perpétuelle. Essai sur le devoir de bonheur, Paris, 
Grasset 2000.




