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Abstract: This article analyzes thanatological motifs related to death, the pre-death state,
and the afterlife in the genres of contemporary American science fiction and fantasy. The article
covers a wide range, from the historical roots of thanatology to the artistic and philosophical
interpretations of death in classical and modern works. Using examples such as Philip K. Dick’s
“Ubik,” Nell Gaiman’s “American Gods,” and Emily St. John Mandel’s “Station Eleven,” the
symbolic, psychological, and social functions of death in the human experience are examined.
Additionally, the expression of thanatological motifs in the film, television, and gaming industries
is included within the scope of this analysis.
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Introduction

As significant cultural phenomena, modern American science fiction and fantasy reflect the
complex aspects of human nature, including philosophical and theological questions about life
and death. In recent decades, thanatology - the study of death and its surrounding processes -
has become a particularly relevant topic for these genres [1]. The integration of thanatological
motifs into literature encompasses not only physical death but also existential fears, depictions
of the afterlife, and ethical dilemmas arising from interactions with technology.

The inclusion of thanatological motifs in science fiction and fantasy enriches plotlines and
creates space for deep reflection [2]. These genres allow authors to examine questions of
immortality and transcendence from a new perspective, exploring human psychology and social
structures through motifs of the afterlife, reincarnation, and the manipulation of time. Thus, by
incorporating thanatological themes, modern American science fiction and fantasy serve as an
important medium for re-examining these concepts [20].

Thanatology, a specialized field of knowledge that studies death and the processes
surrounding it, finds its historical roots in various cultures and philosophical traditions [23]. Over
the centuries, the concept of death has evolved, reflecting changes in social, religious, and
scientific paradigms. In ancient civilizations such as Egypt and Mesopotamia, death was

perceived not as the end of existence, but as a transition to another world. Burial and
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commemorative rites were shaped by a belief in the afterlife, which confirms the deep
interconnection of thanatology with religious perspectives.

In the Middle Ages, with the strengthening of Christianity, concepts of death and the
afterlife also changed. Death became central to theology, reflecting the ideas of salvation and the
atonement of sins. With the onset of the Enlightenment in the 19th century, thanatology shifted
trom spiritual aspects to scientific ones. Thanks to advances in medicine and anatomy, the study
of the biological processes of death was accompanied by philosophical and ethical questions, the
right to life and death, and issues of euthanasia [21].

Modern thanatology remains a multifaceted science. In the 20th and 21st centuries, various
theories have emerged reflecting individual perspectives on death and the process of its
acceptance [1]. Amidst globalization and technological progress, approaches to death are
becoming increasingly diverse [22]. These changes are also reflected in contemporary American
science fiction and fantasy, where thanatological motifs have become a means of deeply exploring
human existence, self-awareness, and moral dilemmas.

Classic works of American science fiction, from the mid-20th century onward, have
incorporated thanatological motifs that vividly explore the boundary between death and human
existence. Philip K. Dick’s novel “Ubik” (1969) is a notable example in this regard, where the
possibility of overcoming death becomes intertwined with questions of identity and reality [5]. In
the novel, Dick depicts a world where technology strives to control death, compelling characters
to engage with means that mitigate the fear of their inevitable demise.

In Arthur C. Clarke’s “2007: A Space Odyssey,” the concept of death is manifested in various
dimensions, on both cultural and philosophical levels [6]. In this work, death acts as a catalyst,
facilitating the evolution of human consciousness and the preparation for the next stage of
existence. Similarly, in Mary Shelley’s “Frankenstein” [4] and Ray Bradbury’s “Fabrenbeit 451 (3],
death is depicted not merely as a physical end but as the immoral annihilation of identity,
emphasizing that technology is both creative and destructive.

Thus, classic American science fiction and fantasy not only raise significant philosophical
questions about the nature of death but also vividly reflect humanity’s cultural fears and hopes,
presenting the concept of death not as an end, but as the beginning of new forms of existence.

Modern American science fiction and fantasy delve even deeper into thanatological motifs.
In works such as Neil Gaiman’s “Awerican Gods” and “T'he Graveyard Book” |7, 8], death and the
afterlife appear as sources of wisdom and as reflections on self-sacrifice and legacy. Ted Chiang
[9] presents death as part of the natural cycle of life, exploring the personal and philosophical
consequences of loss alongside questions of eternity and time, thereby prompting the reader to
contemplate how death shapes human relationships and social structures.

Neal Stephenson and Cory Doctorow [106, 19] champion the concepts of digital immortality
and virtual reality, opening new horizons for understanding human identity in the age of high
technology. Their work raises important questions about how technology transforms death and
individuality: can the “self” exist outside its physical shell? Through thanatological motifs, the
authors create complex narratives that explore the fear of death and the pursuit of immortality,
compelling the reader to contemplate the ultimate limits of human existence.

The fantasy genre has deep historical roots that intersect with the themes of life and death.
The study of Egyptian, Greek, and Scandinavian mythological systems reveals universal themes
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related to the transition from life to death and humanity’s attempt to comprehend this irreversible
process. For example, in Egyptian mythology, Osiris symbolizes rebirth and the soul’s passage
through the trials of death, which is also reflected in modern texts: characters are confronted
with the need to accept their losses and redefine their existence in a new order.

The ancient Greek myth of Orpheus’s journey to the underworld contains elements of
thanatology, including reflections on legacy, love, and loss. The portrayal of Hades and his
kingdom of the dead embodies cultural perceptions of life and death, including the processes
that accompany the soul. Modern authors like Neil Gaiman and Ted Chiang [7, 9] reinterpret
these mythological roots, incorporating them into their works created at the intersection of
fantasy and science fiction.

It is also important to note the influence of Eastern philosophies, such as Buddhism, which
encompass the concepts of reincarnation and karma. These ideas give rise to metaphors about
death in literary works and facilitate the emergence of new narratives within the context of the
life cycle. Thus, the mythological roots of thanatological motifs allow authors to expand their
themes and contexts, and over the centuries, these narratives have evolved, exploring themes of
grief, loss, and hope in various forms.

Interpretations of thanatological motifs in modern American fantasy significantly influence
the perception of death and its consequences within the context of a rapidly changing society. In
works such as Emily St. John Mandel’s “Station Eleven’[12] and Neil Gaiman’s “Ihe Ocean at the
End of the Lane’[8], the authors are compelled to reconsider classical concepts of death,
resurrection, and the afterlife, exploring extended themes of acute coexistence with the past,
forgetting, and remembrance. These texts not only explore the theme of death but also offer
multi-layered interpretations, incorporating themes of loss, forgetting, and a painful coexistence
with the past.

These works pay significant attention to environmental and social issues. The works often
raise the perception of the posthumous in the context of technological progress, with humanity
facing the challenges of climate change, inequality, and virtual reality. Modern authors also
reinvent mythological elements, linking them interactively with traditional notions of the afterlife.
Death becomes a field for learning and self-awareness, not merely a matter of biological cessation.
Thus, modern interpretations of thanatological motifs are an integral part of science fiction and
fantasy, allowing for a deeper understanding of the complex relationships between life, death,
and identity.

Science fiction and fantasy are two important genres of modern literature. Both explore
themes related to human existence, but do so through entirely different prisms [26]. Science
fiction focuses on logical and scientifically grounded concepts. This genre’s primary focus is on
technology, possible life forms, and concepts that rely on the laws of physics, exploring the
consequences of scientific discoveries and technological advances, which allows authors to pose
questions about the future of humanity, ethics, and morality.

In contrast, fantasy delves into the world of mythology and magic, creating alternative
realities that are not subject to rigorous scientific explanation [30]. Here, plot lines often revolve
around secret knowledge, magical creatures, and epic clashes, which can be allegorical reflections
of human struggle and moral dilemmas. Philip K. Dick’s “Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?”
[11] places its characters in situations where the true meaning of being alive or dead is questioned
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in a technologically advanced setting. Meanwhile, Stephen King’s “The Dark Tower” [10] series
leads the reader into worlds where death is an integral part of the cycle of life, and where magic
and myth shape perceptions of the soul and the afterlife.

In recent decades, both genres have increasingly intersected, creating hybrid forms that
combine elements of science fiction with fantasy motifs [25]. This phenomenon allows authors
to explore existential questions more deeply by using both scientific principles and elements of
magic. Works that incorporate thanatological motifs often utilize such integration, presenting
different approaches to death and immortality.

In fiction, death plays a multifaceted and complex role, not only defining plot twists but
also serving as a fundamental element for revealing profound themes and philosophical concepts.
In modern American science fiction and fantasy, death often manifests as a catalyst for change
and transformation, both for individual characters and for entire worldviews. Literature explores
the darker aspects of human existence - the fear of loss, the process of grieving, and the
realization of life’s finitude - emphasizing that death is not always an end, but can be the
beginning of a new existence or a new reality.

Psychologically, death in science fiction and fantasy is a complex, multifaceted subject of
analysis, reflecting the deepest anxieties and ambitions of the human spirit. In these genres, death
is viewed not merely as the final stage of life’s journey, but as a catalyst for profound spiritual
and emotional processes. At an individual level, anthropomorphized depictions of death often
evoke fears associated with irreversible loss and existential emptiness. From a psychoanalytic
perspective, such images frequently become symbols of repressed desires and unresolved
conflicts.

Simultaneously, the body of fantasy and science fiction works addresses how cultural and
social contexts shape the collective perception of death. In these narratives, death is reinterpreted
not as an end, but as a transition or transformation. Plotlines centered on tresurrection,
reincarnation, or merging with cosmic forces often serve as a form of consolation, suggesting
that death is not an absolute finality but part of a cycle. In this way, modern science fiction and
fantasy explores various methods of accepting death and finding new meaning, presenting a
universe that allows for human self-realization and spiritual growth.

Ethical issues arising in the context of thanatology are central to discussions about the
transgression of human existence in modern American science fiction and fantasy. These genres
often explore philosophical and ethical aspects, analyzing attitudes toward death through the
prism of technologies for life extension or even for making death less perceptible through virtual
reality. The key ethical dilemmas focus on how technology and scientific methods might change
traditional perceptions of death, including whether they can ensure a dignified death for the dying
or, conversely, lead to the deindividualization and a decline in the quality of the human
experience.

In this context, special attention is given to assisted suicide, cloning, and the creation of
artificial intelligence capable of comprehending its own end. Science fiction and fantasy present
the reader with a moral choice: should immortality be pursued if it leads to the meaninglessness
of life and causes adverse social changes such as inequality and the fragmentation of the human
experience? The works of Arthur C. Clarke and Philip K. Dick [5, 6] addressed these questions
in their time. Ernest Cline’s “Ready Player One” [17] and the works of N. K. Jemisin [18] provide an
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in-depth analysis of modern dilemmas related to technology, digital immortality, and social
inequality.

These works raise important questions about the ethical responsibility of scientists and
technology creators, demanding a nuanced and thoughtful approach in the field of thanatology -
trom experimental medical therapies to the concept of posthumous digital avatars - that considers
the social consequences of any action. These ethical questions are explored in science fiction and
fantasy through various cultural and historical contexts, enabling a multifaceted perception of
death as an integral part of the human experience.

The cultural and social impact of modern American science fiction and fantasy is
manifested in many aspects, including the formation of social consciousness and shifts in cultural
norms [22]. The works of authors such as William Gibson and Neal Stephenson [15, 16] absorb
the fears and hopes of modern society, discussing the philosophical dilemmas associated with
technological change. Studying the thanatological motifs in these works allows for a profound
analysis of how the collective consciousness perceives and processes the ideas of death, loss, and
immortality [22].

Film and television also play an important role in shaping thanatological themes. The works
of creators such as Stanley Kubrick and Danny Boyle show how visual narratives can reinforce
fears about death and explore the impact of scientific and technological progress on its
perception. Series such as “Black Mirror” and “The Haunting of Hill House” raise questions of
identity and immortality in the context of losing consciousness and individuality.

The gaming industry has also become a significant space for exploring thanatological
motifs. Games like “T'’he Last of Us” explore themes of loss, environmental disaster, and humanity
in a post-apocalyptic world, prompting deep reflection on the value of life and the inevitability
of death. In games like “XCOM” or “Fire Emblem,” the “permadeath” mechanic activates
emotional investment, emphasizing the risks and consequences of each mission. “Undertale,” on
the other hand, uses the concept of reincarnation to address philosophical questions about cycles
of existence and resurrection. In this way, the gaming industry enriches the narrative of
thanatological themes, creating a unique form of interaction between the player and these ideas.

Conclusion

Thanatological motifs in contemporary American science fiction and fantasy represent a
multi-layered phenomenon reflecting the cultural, philosophical, and emotional aspects of
perceiving life and death. Analyzing the works of various authors reveals that this theme serves
as a powerful tool for exploring the essence of humanity and its limits [20]. Throughout this
research, it has become clear how fantastical elements serve as a vehicle for an in-depth analysis
of the fear of death, the possibility of an afterlife, and the ethical dilemmas associated with
technologies that alter the nature of human life.

Philip K. Dick’s “Ubik” [5] to Emily St. John Mandel’s “S7ation Eleven” [12], these works
demonstrate how thanatological motifs can transform human and sociocultural narratives.
Science fiction and fantasy allow readers to comprehend their own lives, accept death as an
immutable aspect of human existence, and, perhaps, reinterpret it within the context of their daily
realities [21]. Thus, death becomes not just an end but also a starting point for new concepts,

opening new horizons for further research and reflection.
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In the future, the development of thanatological motifs in literature will take various
directions, influenced by biotechnological, cognitive, and informational changes. Authors will
increasingly strive to portray death not merely as an endpoint, but as a transformation that shapes
new identities. Innovative narratives, emerging under the influence of posthumanism, cyberpunk,
and ecological themes, will offer new interpretations of the constant interplay between death and
technology. These genres thus remain a unique intellectual and artistic space for humanity’s
eternal quest to comprehend its own finitude and find the meaning of existence.
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