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Care of the Dead: Ancestors,  
Traditions & the Life of Cultures

Phil Ford, Jacob G. Foster & J. F. Martel

Humans stand apart from other animals in our care for children and elders. We are 
most distinctive, however, in our care for the dead. Such care is fraught in a mod-
ern episteme marked by disenchantment. Beginning with an analysis of exemplary  
individual relationships with the dead, we develop a theory of the complex links 
that bind present to past. Through the traces they leave, the traditions they transmit, 
and the institutions they build, the dead participate in countless chains of causally 
linked neural and material representations. These should be viewed as living things 
sustained by attention, memory, and action. Contemporary politics and cultural 
economies have disrupted our relations with the dead, seeking to control the past 
for present ends. We call instead for the relationship cultivated with the dead in the 
humanities, one that emphasizes our shared limitations, our shared fate, and our 
shared responsibility to make the world from the possible. 

Imagine a cellist who is preparing a concert of eighteenth-century music. She 
lives a fairly ordinary life in one of the great cities of the North Atlantic: rid-
ing in subway cars where everyone is on their phones (including her), getting 

takeout at a Lebanese diner around the corner, coming home to hit up Instagram 
or watch a Korean reality show on Netflix. She is a citizen of the modern and, like 
most of us, she daily experiences a ceaseless flow of ever-shifting and evanescent 
cultural inputs. Within this flow, every element relativizes every other, and no 
style of music can claim unquestioned cultural dominance, least of all eighteenth- 
century cello music. Like any citizen of the modern, she must ride the waves of con-
stant cultural innovation. What commands her attention is the New, and the tem-
poral expression of the New is the Now. One cultural object succeeds another in an 
endless series, and each new object in its turn falls away like a spent rocket booster as 
the next one zooms off ahead. The continuous turbulent unfolding of the New holds 
her attention and fastens it to the leading edge of the present moment. In every- 
day life, the past makes fewer and fewer claims on her attention. Death is a lurid 
spectacle in this cultural regime, but the dead are seldom remembered.

For all that, our cellist takes her instrument out of its case every night and prac-
tices sonatas by Luigi Boccherini. When she does this, she enters a different tem-
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porality, slower and deeper. So doing, she might feel something akin to what Nic-
colò Machiavelli describes in a famous letter to politician Francesco Vettori:

When evening comes, I return home and enter my study; on the threshold I take off 
my workday clothes, covered with mud and dirt, and put on the garments of court 
and palace. Fitted out appropriately, I step inside the venerable courts of the ancients, 
where, solicitously received by them, I nourish myself on that food that alone is mine 
and for which I was born; where I am unashamed to converse with them and to ques-
tion them about the motives for their actions, and they, out of their human kindness, 
answer me.1

Like Machiavelli and innumerable other writers, scholars, and artists, our cel-
list has a living relationship with the dead. When the cellist picks up her instru-
ment, it settles against her body in a way that recalls other bodies that have sculpted  
such instruments to their own measure. When she studies the musical score, she 
finds patterns intended for her, or someone much like her, realized in notation. 
Like most utterances we find directed to us, these need interpretation. Why does 
this passage feel so awkward? What fingering should I use so it will fit my hand? 
Why does this phrase end as it does? How can I help my listeners make sense of 
it? You might think that these questions, directed to someone dead for more than 
two centuries, would elicit no response. Yet somehow they do. As she practices, 
she finds a ghostly subjectivity shimmering into manifestation–Boccherini’s. She 
knows what feels good in his hands, she knows something of his sense of humor, 
she knows what he finds moving, charming, sad, terrifying. After studying his mu-
sic for many years, she feels like she knows him. She cares for him and feels cared 
for in return.

Musicologist Elisabeth Le Guin writes that, in artistic practice, the dead are 
vividly present in our very bodies. When a cellist plays a Boccherini sonata, the 
shapes and gestures of long-dead hands are revivified in her own:

As living performer of Boccherini’s sonata, a work which he wrote for himself to play, 
I am aware of acting the connection between parts of someone who cannot be here in 
the flesh. I have become, not just his hands, but his binding agent, the continuity, the 
consciousness; it is only a step over from the work of maintaining my own person as 
some kind of unitary thing, the necessary daily fiction of establishing and keeping a 
hold on identity: different perhaps in urgency and accuracy, but not, I think, in kind. 
As this composer’s agent in performance, I do in this wise become him, in much the 
same manner as I become myself. My experience of becoming him is grounded in and 
expressed through the medium of the tactile.2

Le Guin insists that the performer’s relationship with a dead composer is re-
ciprocal, just as our relationships with living persons are. It is not only that the 
performer stands in for Boccherini; Boccherini must also stand in for the per-
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But what if we’re not? What if “care of the dead” doesn’t just mean caring for 
the artistic products left behind by a human life, but in some way caring for that 
(after)life? What if we hold ourselves in common with that life? One of us (Phil 
Ford) is a Buddhist and, like many Buddhists, keeps an altar in his home. It in-
cludes framed photos of deceased family members he wishes to remember and 
who stand in for all the generations that precede them. He has long made a habit 
of lighting a stick of incense at his altar whenever his family settles into an evening 
of games, movies, conversation, or whatnot. He makes such offerings to his ances-
tors because he wants them to be included in the fun. This is one way to hold one-
self in common with the life of the dead. Doing so means setting aside the ques-
tions that secular moderns are inclined to ask: Do you really think the dead would 
feel included in your family time? Or feel anything at all? With such a practice, 
as with spiritual practices generally, you don’t wait around for it to make sense 
before undertaking it; you undertake it so that it makes sense. Whatever else may 
be said about it, this practice is one way to maintain a hermeneutic relationship 
with the dead–to keep them alive in your mind as an active question. And while 
it is perhaps more conspicuously weird than the hermeneutic relationship that Le 
Guin proposes, it is not really different in its aims and outcomes. 

In undertaking such practices, we moderns find ourselves on the far side of the 
line between what we can easily accept from our world and what we cannot. But 
at the same time, we find ourselves in company with almost all cultures and soci-
eties that have ever existed. Modernity is the late and eccentric product of a hu-
man imagination that likes to think it has freed itself of the errors and supersti-
tions that have plagued humanity up to now. The subtitle of Marshall Sahlins’s 
last book, “An Anthropology of Most of Humanity,” tartly makes this point. Sah-
lins’s The New Science of the Enchanted Universe concerns those “metapersons” that, 
for most of humanity, form polities with living human beings. Metapersons could 
be animals, deities, or the dead: “although generally called ‘spirits,’ these beings 
have the essential attributes of persons, a core of the same mental, temperamen-
tal, and volitional capacities.”13 Most of humanity has always sought to find the 
best ways of living with them, just as living human beings try to get along with one 
another as well as they can.14

Disenchantment is the process by which this becomes harder to think. But it is 
never unthinkable.15 S TCID 256 >>BDC 
BT
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never unthinkable.
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Consider this, then, as a live possibility: Perhaps Phil is right to care for his 
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but not necessarily identical mental representations in its listeners or readers. While 
memetic transmission is necessarily a replicative process for biologist Richard  
Dawkins and others who insist on a tight analogy between cultural and genetic in-
heritance, Sperber posits a more reconstructive or even interpretive transmission. 
This makes novelty, transposition, and innovation a live possibility, and stability a 
special outcome. With cultural CCCs, features of the mental representation interact 
with its cognitive, cultural, and social environment to make it reasonably stable, so 
that tokens of the same type flow along the causal chain. 

These chains become something like cultural lineages. A bit of culture in one 
mind is externalized as a piece of writing and produces a bit of culture in another 
mind. You happen to talk with a friend about this strange essay you read in Dædalus,  
and the bit of culture reproduces; the lineage continues.  

These bits of culture are behaving very much like living things. We mean this as 
more than a metaphor. There has been a sea change in how scientists think about 
life, inspired by the challenges of astrobiology (the search for life on other plan-
ets). In the astrobiological context, it simply does not make sense to think of life 
in terms of a particular chemistry (like the use of DNA or RNA to provide stable 
memory). Instead, using the tools of complexity science, theoretical biologists 
Chris Kempes and David Krakauer argue that we should focus on the basic func-
tions that characterize the living state.21 It all boils down to using matter, energy, 
and information from the environment to persist and reproduce. Of course, this 
is exactly what a cultural organism does, whether it uses neurons in your brain to 
persist or the organization of lines, dots, and other bits of musical notation on a 
sheet of paper to reproduce.22 We can drop the “as if” from Hrdy’s testimony: she 
has a living thing on (or rather, in) her hands. 

Some examples will make this more vivid. Consider Carl Jung’s notion of the 
autonomous complex, in which an artistic idea literally possesses and consumes 
the cognitive resources of its host in its “effort” to be realized. Or consider the 
songs, slogans, sayings, and thoughts that seem to demand our conscious atten-
tion and to commandeer our voices or bodies to achieve expression. Like the 
last song you had stuck in your head: this earworm persists because some of the 
matter in your brain is organized in a particular fashion, and some of the energy 
available–which could be devoted to bringing all sorts of thoughts to conscious 
presence–has instead been hijacked by a musical loop. This musical loop has the 
form that it does because it encodes (quite literally) survival-relevant informa-
tion about its environment: the musical and melodic relationships that might be  
especially memorable; the words in the listener’s first language from which lyrics 
can be selected and stored for much lower cost than, say, Sumerian ones; and so 
on. Is the earworm using matter, energy, and information in the same way a per-
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explanatory machinery to account for the persistence and reproduction of a virus 
as we would an idea. The substrate would be different, but the functional princi-
ples would be the same.

Like more familiar biological organisms, cultural organisms exist at multiple 
scales. They are embedded in rich ecologies. When a cultural organism uses a hu-
man author to perpetuate itself through writing, it relies on an entire multiscale 
ecology of literacy and literary institutions that allows its efficient and effective 
reproduction. Cultural organisms faced with mismatched ecologies undergo fas-
cinating transformation and hybridization. For example, psychologist Frederic  
Bartlett showed that when English students played a game of telephone with  
Native American ghost stories, unusual properties of ghosts in the Native tradi-
tion were replaced with familiar properties from the English tradition.23 

In work with his former student Bernie Koch and computational biologist 
Daniele Silvestro, one of us (Jacob Foster) has shown that cultural organisms ac-
tually follow some of the same basic evolutionary principles as biological organ-
isms.24 By studying the complete population of metal bands over many decades, 
they found that the birth and death of bands were driven by competition for lim-
ited resources (in this case, literal metal “heads”–the time, attention, and cog-
nitive bandwidth that folks would dedicate to metal music). Just as in biological 
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entirely ridiculous. Such figures cast so many cultural lineages into the future, and 
these have been tended and passed forward so meticulously, that it isn’t unrea-
sonable to think that imaginal reconstruction by a scholarly intimate might have 
something like the same fidelity as the everyday imaginal reconstruction of a liv-
ing friend from the many threads of memory and culture that entangle us.28

For if the dead become relays and seed beds, the living become seething ecolo-
gies of interrelated, interacting cultural organisms. Competing for memory, com-
peting for dreams, competing for access to our conscious thoughts, words, and 
deeds. Copulating in the recesses of the unconscious to breed new organisms that 
might strike out and spread and become cultural. Harrison is right to remark that 
“we are not self-authored, that we follow in the footsteps of the dead.”29 Indeed, 
our minds are constituted by ecologies of cultural organisms handed down to us 
and ultimately authored by those long dead and buried. Paleontologist, philoso-
pher, and Jesuit Pierre Teilhard de Chardin wrote that our very species depends on 
this entanglement with the dead:

From the moment when . . . the phyletic strands began to reach toward one another, 
weaving the first outlines of the Noösphere, a new matrix, coextensive with the whole 
human group, was formed about the newly born human child–a matrix out of which 
he cannot be wrenched without incurring mutilation in the most physical core of his 
biological being.30 

For us, this way of thinking about culture, tradition, and the dead stirs deep 
feelings of care and obligation. In part, this reflects the duty of care–or at least 
close consideration–we feel toward any fellow living thing. In part, it arises from 
a profound sense of debt and gratitude to the hands and minds that authored so 
much of who and what we are today, for good and for ill.31 We are stuck with our 
dead. We need to learn how to live with them, especially if they are–in some 
sense–still kicking around, still bringing us joy, still causing us trouble. Walking 
away is not an option.

This line of thought can run swiftly toward the tragic. Think of the number-
less forgotten dead; even worse, the endlings of memory, carrying the last spark 
of some cultural organism that will soon be lost forever. Certainly, this elevates 
the sense of duty we feel toward our personal dead, toward the cultural organisms 
within our immediate care. Recognizing this, perhaps we can be better collective 
stewards of the noöspheric matrix and its numberless cultural organisms, striving 
for more equitable and even-handed access to imaginal immortality. We can also 
recognize that neglecting the mighty dead doesn’t make them go away; it leads to 
our continued haunting with ever coarser, ever flatter, ever more attenuated ver-
sions of their cultural legacy, organisms reduced to crafty parasites that lurk in 
the darkest corners of our collective unconscious. Ignoring the dead and trying to 
“start over” doesn’t lead to utopia or the overthrow of “necrocracy.” The choice 
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carved and cherished it in the distant past. A human lifeworld seemed encoded 
in its very structure, just as Harrison has proposed. We suspect that such feelings 
of continuity and contiguity with the dead are rare today, when cultural mecha-
nisms, many of them increasingly automated, seem bent on imparting a “year-
zero” mentality, according to which the past is cleaved from the present at the 
ontological level. Such an outlook makes the past appear something like a faded 
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G. K. Chesterton grasped the political implications of this fact when he defined 
tradition as “the democracy of the dead.” For him, tradition mattered because it 
acted as a counterweight to “the small and arrogant oligarchy of those who mere-
ly happen to be walking about.”37 The dead, of course, do not vote by filling out 
a ballot, but by providing us with the ballot and the ballot box. Through these in-
stitutions, practices, and countless other ideas, the dead–though they remain 
dead–are no longer tethered, in our minds, to the past. Seen in their transtemporal  
presence, the dead subtly remind us that their era was as real to them as ours is to 
us, and that our era may seem as unreal to our unborn descendants as theirs may 
now seem to us. Caring for the dead, then, means acknowledging the continued 
relevance of the past as well as our duty toward ourselves and our descendants. It 
amounts to self-care and care for the unborn. As art critic John Berger said, “The 
living reduce the dead to those who have lived; yet the dead include the living in 
their own great collective.”38 

In our politically polarized age, it is too easy–especially in the academy–to 
dismiss care for the dead and their ideas as regression. Balancing the scales re-
quires us to identify a third way between regressive atavism and radical progres-
sivism.39 At present, then, we face two different visions of managing the ever- 
growing dead. On one side is the perpetual new beginning favored by the most 
presentist currents of (hyper)modernity. On this view, the dead are an affront, 
and the cultural organisms they spawned should be neglected, deleted, or for-
gotten. Make way for the (monetizable) new! On the other side is the perpetu-
al preservation of the (imagined) past favored by certain strands of reactionary  
(hyper)traditionalism. On this view, the (imagined) dead are to be revered and 
their (imagined) cultural progeny carried endlessly forward from past to present 
to future in a formaldehyde relay. Bow down before the (sanctified) old!40 
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camps are aligned with Orwell’s Ingsoc insofar as they are attempting to 
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