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This special edition draws on contributions presented to the international symposium on The Life of the Corpse, convened by the Wits Institute for Social and Economic Research in August 2008.  The symposium in turn was the culmination of a thematic study group on the same topic
.   The intellectual animus for both was an interest in considering the cultural politics of death, from the specific vantage point of the corpse and the challenges in meaning-making and regulation that the dead body presents.  In particular, as organizers of these forums
, we wanted to foreground what we deemed the dualistic life of the corpse:   as a material object, on one hand, and a signifier of wider political, economic, cultural, ideological and theological endeavours, on the other.   The moment of death produces a decaying body, an item of waste that requires disposal – simultaneous with an opportunity, sometimes, an imperative - to recuperate the meaning of spent life, symbolically effacing the material extinction that death represents.  Every society, then, has had to face the question: how to reconcile the quest for a dignified end of human life, with a putrefying piece of flesh indistinguishable from other animals?   

We envisaged these discussions as a contribution to the interdisciplinary field of death studies, which has burgeoned internationally in recent years - albeit with less of a specific interest in the dead body than in the significance and politics of death and dying more generally.  Moreover, the field of death studies has as yet had relatively little impact in the Southern African academy or in writing on the region more generally – notwithstanding the fact that regimes of death and dying have always been centrally implicated in the exercise of power and rhythms of everyday life here (as much as everywhere else), in historically specific and formative ways.  For example, apartheid’s labyrinthine techniques for the racialisation of experience, as well as the brutalization of black lives, were inextricable from the racialised regulation of death and the disposal of dead bodies; likewise, contestations between indigenous and Christian cultures, norms and notions of personal identity and sociality, encompassed burial rites, mourning practices and the meanings assigned to the transition from life to death.  African and Afrikaner nationalisms created registers of good and bad deaths as markers of their national characters and causes.  More recently, Southern Africa has been at the epi-centre of the global pandemic of HIV/AIDS and the spectacles of death and dying that this has generated.  In the case of South Africa, political denialism about the scale of the illness and delays in the provision of anti-retroviral treatment have resulted in particularly high mortality rates.   Attending several funerals each week has become a regular occurrence in many rural and urban areas, with cemeteries critically short of space.  While we regret that this special edition does not include an article dealing specifically with the AIDS corpse, we hope that the issues fore-grounded in this introduction and the contributions of all the papers included here help to open up and enliven the study of death and dying in and of this region. 

*
It is common cause across the social sciences and humanities that the fact of human mortality weighs very heavily in both philosophical and political reflections on the manner of our humanity and sociality.  As Martin Heidegger put it, ‘mortals are they who can experience death as death’ (cited in Schuster 1997).   And if being human enables, and is partly defined by, the propensity to reflect upon and confer meaning on death, this is also integral to the possibility of human society. In the knowledge that death is inescapable, human society is, in a fundamental sense, a concerted and collective effort to regulate death, promote life and make sense of the boundary and transition between the two.  If death inheres in the myriad efforts to make life meaningful and worthwhile, ‘the totality of social organization, the whole of human culture’, claims Zygmunt Baumann, ‘co-operate to make this achievement possible’ (Baumann 1992, 4).  The idea of death is thus seen also as the condition of meaning and the production of culture – even if it in no way exhausts or even dominates efforts at meaning-making.    
Thinking about death is similarly integral to understanding the exercise of power, central to which is the imperative to regulate life and death: who lives, who dies, how and in whose name.  In Jean Baudrillard’s words, ‘power is established on death’s borders….power is possible only is death is no longer free; only if the dead are put under surveillance, in anticipation of the future confinement of life in its entirety’ (Baudrillard 2000, 130).   In the case of modern societies, the regulation of death is inseparable from what Michel Foucault termed bio-politics: the assemblage of techniques of power designed to reproduce and discipline human populations at large (Foucault 2003).  In Foucault’s writings however, the emphasis is on live populations, and the political imperatives to sustain human life under particular and designated conditions.  The necessity of disciplining dead populations, and the opportunities thereby created for power, are arguably as central and formative of modern governmentality and its biopolitics.  
Likewise, it is impossible to understand the dynamics of nationalism and nation-building – integral to the production of modern states from the late nineteenth century – without identifying the place of death and the corpse in particular, as a pre-eminent site for the identification of symbolic boundaries between a nation and its other, revealed in the redemption of glory and purpose in the lives of those who define and die for the imagined community of the nation (as Benedict Anderson puts it).  
Each of the articles in this collection speaks to one or more of these questions, in historically grounded and situated ways.  In the remainder of this introductory essay, we reflect somewhat more widely on the problematic of death and the centrality of the corpse, both theoretically and historically, as a way of framing the individual contributions to this special edition.   In so doing, we pose many more questions than we or the contributors are able to answer – in the spirit of probing possibilities within a relatively new field of inquiry.  
Defining and Bounding the Human

It’s probably true that all societies have, in the main, treated the human corpse differently from that of an animal, in ways that reveal much about tacit notions of the human and the humane.  The ritualisation and spectacle typically associated with the disposal of the dead human body surely draw attention to a powerful impulse to rescue a human corpse from the same fate as other animals: redeeming symbolic meaning and dignity in death, and retrospectively making sense of the individual life that preceded it, along with its place in a social collective.     Human society has, among the pre-eminent markers of our humanity, the need to cleanse and purify the putrefaction of human life.  Careful efforts to reassemble every piece of the shattered remains of the victims of suicide bombers (including the bomber), so as to approximate the body of the dead as far as possible, are one instance of the lengths to which we may go to restore the dignity of a destroyed human life.  Breaching these norms thus in turn carries heightened symbolic significance.  When a human corpse is defiled, dismembered or reduced to refuse, disposed of without ceremony in an unmarked grave, this becomes symbolically potent, as an exceptional and avowedly transgressive act.   

What animates the imperative – if and when it exists – to redeem the dignity of the human corpse?  In what does this consist? And with what consequences for the manner of our humanity and our sociality?   If the need to redeem death has cut across a range of different human geographies and histories, there has also been great variation in the ways in which various societies have grappled with the challenges that death presents. What meanings have different societies given to the fact of death and the dualistic life of the dead body?  What do these reveal about wider systems of signification, as well as the encompassing politics of life and death?   
In the discussions of the thematic study group on The Life of the Corpse, we took the work of German anatomist Gunther von Hagens as a starting point for thinking about the humanity of the dead
.   From 1995, Von Hagens has staged a series of intensely controversial exhibitions, Body Worlds, comprising plastinated cadavers (bodies from which the skin was removed, but otherwise preserved in their entirety) including a pregnant woman whose abdomen had been dissected to reveal a well-formed foetus.   And provocatively, in 2003, he used a London theatre to perform the first public dissection of a human cadaver after one hundred and seventy years, using the language of ‘autopsy’ to circumvent legal prohibition on public dissection.  Why were so many people shocked and angered by the exhibitions and dissection, passionately expressing fear and/or disgust at the prospect of an unveiled encounter with the ‘really’ dead?  Was it because von Hagens reduced a human life to an inanimate display of dead flesh, incompatible with our notions of human personhood and dignity?  Did von Hagens situate the human corpse uncomfortably close to the animal corpse, stripping the former of the symbolic markers that redeem its humanity?  
And yet why did the exhibitions and dissection simultaneously produce so much fascination and absorbed interest, evidenced in the huge numbers of people streaming in to see them? Was it the frisson of seeing something so forbidden, so illicit?   Is this in itself a consequence of the unsettling physicality of the corpse? As such, it evokes intensely conflicting affective responses—often concurrently. There is poignancy and sadness for some as the body shuts down; disgust and horror at the prospective spectacle of putrefaction; fascination, shock and titillation at its unfamiliarity and potential danger. The corpse may simultaneously repulse and lure, disgust and fascinate.  Do these mixed emotions expose the uncomfortable issue of our (vulnerable) animality as humans?  If we take Bataille’s (1993) idea of eroticism as that fine line between revulsion and desire, do we need to think in terms of an economy of eroticism around death and dead bodies? Why do we feel compelled to dress a newly dead (naked) body, or cover up its genitalia at the moment of realization of death; is this act about keeping the potential eroticism of the body at bay in a moment of return to our humanity?  If eroticism is about turning a subject into an object, how does it relate to the practice of denying a corpse its representation as a sensual body that once had sexual capabilities?  Whence the taboos on the eroticized corpse, including the forbidden practice of necrophilia?   If it is linked to our ideas of sex as a form of eating, devouring, and carnality, then perhaps necrophilia becomes a form of cannibalism that deeply offends our humanity in the process. 

These questions draw our attention to the centrality of the power of taboo in producing the divide between animality and humanity. Taboos function as powerful and primal prohibitions in our daily lives, and can be applied alternately to special individuals, exceptional states of being, and what Freud (1960) termed the uncanny.  Where does the transgressive lie if as we cross its threshold, we still hold onto the taboo as both forbidden and desired? If, as Martha Nussbaum (2004) argues, our abhorrence of animal needs, disgust at our bodily waste and ability to shed tears distinguish us from animals, is what we deem a transgression of our humanity – and that which both disgusts and fascinates – closely linked to the prospect of contagion?  And what about Georges Bataille’s assertion (1993) that humans are distinguished from animals in our knowledge of our death, as opposed to animals that fear death but do not know it?  Is it possible that our knowledge of death and dying ties into our imminent repugnance or disgust for death and dead bodies, as well as our human impulse or compulsion to restore dignity at the moment that a body shifts to becoming a corpse? If we are in a perpetual and never-ending search to separate ourselves from animals, then it is clearly productive to think about death practices as about restoring and reclaiming our humanity as distinct from animals.    
Yet the divide between our animality and humanity is also more provisional and porous than it might appear.  What does it mean when pets develop a personhood in their own right such that beloved ones are increasingly buried next to their owners? And how does the animal/human divide tie into our dietary restrictions, in choosing what animals to eat as well as how they are slaughtered, processed, made edible. Why do these taboos around dietary restrictions speak so directly to our sense of self as Mary Douglas (1966) has pointed out? And what about cannibalism (eating our own), particularly when it is not a matter of survival but an agentive choice? Why do we find the particulars of the 2004 cannibalism case of Armin Meiwes in Germany (who actively solicited a sexual partner on-line who would agree to be killed by him in order to cannabilise his corpse), for example, so abhorrent? Is it because it shows our animality in full force?  Perhaps it demonstrates that we cannot account for our humanity without accounting for our animality at the same time.  By contrast, is the fact that cannibalism has been historically so limited – far more prominent in its mythologisation than in its practice – confirmation of a powerful human need to preserve the dignity of the corpse (rather than to eradicate its meaning by consuming it as mere flesh)?   Finally, how do we account for society’s ever increasing attention to how animals are treated, that is, if in fact they were treated humanely before death? If animal meat can come packaged as ‘free range’ or ‘organic’ as a sign of our humanity towards animals bred for our consumption, will we ever live in a futuristic world of dwindling resources where those same categories will be applied to human edible flesh? 
*

The stage for von Hagen’s provocations was contemporary Europe; the discussion in the symposium and study group took us into a long history of the contentious regulation of what was considered permissible and impermissible in respect of the human corpse in the developing world too – a history that has been inseparable from vectors of human difference and humiliation, as much as human sameness and respect.  The bodies of black people, convicts, women, the insane and the poor have been differentially treated, reminding us of the need constantly to situate reflections on our shared humanity in contexts of conquest and dispossession – as much of the corpse as of living subjects.  Thus, as Garrey Dennie’s paper shows, the bodies of black indigents in colonial and apartheid South Africa (1886-1960) were subjected to various indignities in death. Unlike white paupers, black paupers were disposed of in unmarked graves, depriving bereaved Africans of the right to restore dignity to their loved ones, and reaffirming racial hierarchies of personal worth in death as much as in life.  However, in direct response to these state practices of death management on the part of white municipal authorities in Johannesburg, more urbanized Africans created female-led burial societies as a means to honour their dead with proper burials, indigent or not. Dennie shows how these South Africans, operating in a highly contested field of struggle over the ‘sacredness of the dead’ were able to construct new theologies of the corpse, new regimes of purification and preservation (adopting technologies like refrigeration for example) for the newly dead, and a new cultural economy of burial. Thus, in restoring the right to mourn their dead properly, these Africans chose both the ground upon which to ‘make their stand’ and particular methods to resist racial subjugation.  

Revisiting the Secular

The urge to redeem the humanity of the corpse also poses important questions about the place of the sacred in human society – and the links between notions of the sacred and the definition of our humanity.   The recent proliferation of debate and writing on the genealogy of the secular has urged a rethinking of the relationship between the secular, the sacred and the profane.   The life of the corpse has much to contribute to these debates, in locating one of the most tenacious sites of the sacred.   For individuals and communities that claim to have dispensed with God, the refusal to reduce the dead human to mere flesh could be read as a sign of a tenacious, if surreptitious, sacralisation.   

One of the most obvious manifestations of the tenacity of the sacred in dealing with death is the fact that most funerals are conducted under the auspices of a religious institution.  Even in secular states in which religiosity is explicitly disconnected from the public life of the state, public funerals of public figures reproduce religious symbols, rituals and understandings of death.   Perhaps the most striking example of the secular sacralisation of the corpse occurred in the Soviet Union following the death of Lenin.   While Lenin had allegedly wanted to be buried next to his mother in St Petersburg, Stalin ordered that his mummified corpse be put on public display.  Mimicking the religious worship of dead saints, the mausoleum in Red Square became a secular shrine, at which pilgrims could pay homage to their departed leader.  Indeed, nationalism more generally arguably mimics theologies of death - either explicitly or implicitly - in the production of national heroes who gave their lives for the greater national good.  The idea of heroic death is inseparable from the creation of a symbolic afterlife, a way of imagining that the dead remain alive in the memories of the living and the life of the nation. 
The overt or covert theologies of the corpse are revealed more close-up in what we call the ‘etiquette of the corpse’:  in the minutae of different, and changing, rites of cleansing, dressing and disposing of the corpse.  In modern societies, the regulation of the newly dead corpse has been increasingly medicalised and professionalized (Gorer 1965), relegating it to the realm of various experts (be it for autopsy, medical science or merely removing the body to the mortuary).  But once the dead body has been officially processed, it is typically the deceased’s family who take over, electing whether or not to hand over the preparation of the corpse for burial or cremation to religious authorities. For religious mourners, there is obvious significance in the appropriate preparation of the deceased for the afterlife, and for a dignified burial or cremation that embraces the dead body as a sacred residue of life.  Yet the extent to which secular mourners hand these rituals over to religious norms is also revealing:  does the moment of death subject a disinterest in the divine in the course of everyday life to a rather more exacting test, so that sacralising the disposal of the corpse becomes desirable or necessary ‘just in case’?   
Why after all, do we wash a dead body before burial – a process that precedes the body’s decay into dirt?  Why efface the body’s dirt at the very moment that it is about to descend into it?  Isn’t this a sacralising ritual of purification, whether explicitly named as such or not?  The need to reclaim the humanity of the dead body at the onset of its material decay takes us back to the dualism of the corpse, and the extent to which even among the avowedly secular, there is strong resistance to the idea of a dead body as merely rotting flesh and an insistence on symbolic rituals that re-inscribe the idea of human dignity.   
Ultimately, the symbolic divide between secular and sacred can become very blurred in death, as Noeleen Murray and Louise Green’s paper shows. The ossuary recently created in Cape Town, while inseparable from strategies of urban commercial development, also evoked a long lineage of religious ossuaries that sanctified and sacralised bones as relics of holy lives – a tacit metaphoric association that the project of nationalist memorialisation powerfully invokes.   

Liz Gunner’s paper shows how both the sacred and the secular can make competing claims to an icon’s image and body after death.  Her case study is the untimely and tragic killing of South African musician, reggae star, and ‘good man’ Lucky Dube on the streets of Johannesburg in 2007. She looks at the contested meanings attached to his death from various vantage points and by different constituencies—that of the online community of his pan-African supporters who flooded the internet with testimonials and tributes to his song, then-President Mbeki’s visit to Paris to attend the World Cup Rugby final(between England and South Africa) where in a brief moment of national introspection, he had to contend with the brutal killing of a much loved musician as largely due to the malaise of crime that crippled the post-apartheid state, and finally, the Bassline Memorial that was held in Newtown to honour him in death and that was attended by his fans, musicians, celebrities, government officials, and members of the Shembe Nazareth Baptist church, who in the end, quietly reclaimed his corpse and burial. That there was no end to his commemorations(both secular and sacred) in death suggests a stricken society’s inability to pinpoint a stable or coherent meaning to his killing. Dube’s death then in some sense is metonymic of the character of post-apartheid society, one that is deeply and sometimes uncomfortably religious and secular at the same time. 
The Politics of the Corpse
As suggested earlier, a reading of Foucault’s discussions of the exercise of power can be fruitfully extended to take full account of the power of the corpse.  Garrey Dennie’s paper shows that, as is the case with the governmentality of the living, the governmentality of the dead is inextricable from the regulation of race (itself intertwined with other regimes of difference, including gender and class).  Indeed, Dennie points out that the principle of racial segregation was applied in the development of Johannesburg’s cemeteries before its application in spaces of the living – a revealing marker of the political salience of the regulation of the corpse, as a pre-eminent site for the making of race.   
The issue of how to represent and dispose of the corpse also reveals much about forms of, and struggles over, sovereignty.  In his article on Necropolitics (Mbembe 2003), Achille Mbembe echoes Baudrillard in emphasising the immanence of death in the modern polity. Drawing on the work of Bataille and Foucault, Mbembe defines sovereignty, in modern as well as other modalities, as the right to kill, in ways that exceed the legal norms of institutionalised politics. This blurs the more conventional theoretical boundary between reason and terror in the production of the modern state.  Indeed the exercise of sovereignty institutionalises the possibility of terror.  The sovereign, he maintains, is s/he who defines ‘who is disposable and who is not’ (Mbembe 2003, 27) in an expression of necropolitics (alongside the Foucauldian notion of biopolitics as the exercise of power in sustaining life under particular conditions).  Mbembe’s discussion focuses on the tenuousness of life in the hands of the sovereign; but his thesis is equally applicable to the fate of the corpse itself.  If the exercise of sovereignty is tantamount to the prerogative of pursuing war on life, then it is equally pertinent to consider its war on the corpse.  How to dispose of the dead is as politicised, and as integral to the practice of sovereignty, as the act of determining who dies and how. 

Topographies of Terror, by Nicky Rousseau, could be read as an instance of apartheid’s necropolitics, running the gamut from the arbitrary powers of apartheid’s security police to dispense with the lives of those designated as enemies, through to the terror inflicted on their dead bodies – typically detonating them with limpets or landmines.  Her article demonstrates too, the powers to de-humanise the enemy in the reduction of dismembered bodies to undignified hunks of flesh – a symbolic politics not lost on the security police who chose to braai their (animal) meat alongside the display of fragmented (human) body parts.   
Sovereignty is seldom unbounded, however.  Rousseau’s article also reveals the unexpected limits of apartheid’s necropolitics.  Following all the intense and degrading brutality inflicted on the enemy corpse, the security police assembled the bodily fragments, transported them to police mortuaries where they were duly documented, following which they were buried in unmarked graves.  These were, ultimately, ‘modes of human murder’, in which in some inchoate way, the humanity of apartheid’s victims was not finally erased.   It is equally instructive to reflect on what the security police chose not to do to the corpses of their victims.  If dismemberment was par for the course, it seems that consuming the body of the enemy was not: there is no evidence of any cannibalistic element of their conquest.   Perhaps the observation seems obvious; cannibalism is rare.  Yet, from a theoretical point of view, this in itself throws an interesting light on the theorisation of sovereignty.  If the power of the sovereign is the power to make people die, as well to determine the fate of their corpse, why is the cannibalistic obliteration of the body of the enemy not more common?  Wouldn’t cannibalism represent the most complete expression of sovereign power, the power to consume the enemy entirely?   The question returns us to some of our opening questions about the humanity of the corpse, and the often unspoken limits that this imposes on the damage wreaked upon it. 
All the articles in this special edition demonstrate that the corpse ‘holds the key to a variety of meanings and narrative constructions’ (Hallam et al, cited in Rousseau).  Yet, the corpse is not thereby a blank slate upon which the powerful are free to impose whatever meanings they prefer.  Deborah Posel’s article on The Assassination of Verwoerd reveals that the corpse can be symbolically unruly, its biography a testimony to the limits of sovereign efforts to inscribe a preferred narrative.   In death as in life, the body is not wholly pliable or plastic in the hands of those in power.  Through a close reading of the commission of inquiry appointed to account for the assassination, she examines the efforts made by the apartheid state to rescue Verwoerd’s death from a meaningless, random obliteration, by attempting to elevate his assassin into a worthy adversary competing with the revered Afrikaner nationalist leader in an epic battle of good versus evil.  Yet, a combination of Tsafendas’ life of lowly and inchoate meandering along with bouts of mental illness – which made demonically elevated versions of his actions difficult to sustain - and the bureaucratic idiocy of the apartheid state, impeded these efforts at symbolic redemption.  In the final analysis, the meaning of Verwoerd’s death was unresolved, as the official inquiry came perilously close to a verdict of national suicide.    

Noelene Murray and Louise Green’s article, Notes for a Guide to the Ossuary, also speaks to the limits of political efforts to make corpses appropriately meaningful.  As they point out, bones – the remains of the ‘long dead’ – are freed of the symbolic ambiguities of rotting flesh; seemingly already purified, they lend themselves to sacralising gestures.  As the remains of unnamed displaced people, bones can readily be made to signify the residual trauma of colonial and apartheid dispossession, and to speak symbolically to ‘the life of humankind’.  As a ritualised sanctification, their relocation to the ossuary could also be readily imagined as an act of symbolic reparation.  Yet, however apparently unambiguous its symbolic propensities, the ossuary became unexpectedly caught up in a much more current, embodied politics of commercial urban development.  In their words, ‘the bones to be housed in this ossuary, though themselves mute, have set in motion an ongoing and frequently hostile set of conversations in which the symbolic meaning of human lives and the historic meaning of human deaths are being negotiated’.  

*
The control of corpses is always simultaneously about the social production of life;  this is the underlying dualism that continues to haunt us so provocatively and which sustains these kinds of interrogations of the newly dead, of corpses, of our humanity and animality, the sacred and the secular, the humane and the hereafter, disgust and the erotic, sovereignty and power. That the human body is a natural metaphor for society suggests its malleability, its saturation with meaning, and its ability to function as a changing window onto ourselves, and ultimately our humanity, dead and alive. Corpses do matter.  
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� The discussions of the study group have informed this article, and we thank the participants for their lively contributions. 


� Achille Mbembe was the third organizer of the events, and we thank him for his input into the call for papers and study group, on which this introduction draws.  
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