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Some years ago, a colleague and myself presented a paper at the American Comparative 
Literature Association’s annual meeting; it was called “A Zombie Manifesto: The Non-
Human Condition in the era of Advanced Capitalism.” (Our article was later published in 
boundary 2.)  In the main, what we sought to do was to bring into parallax focus both 
posthumanist theory and anti-capitalist critique. The figure of the zombie served as a kind of 
prism through which we could first refract these discourses in order to ascertain where they 
were doing similar work, so that we might project what we hoped were useful intersections.  

The paper I propose to deliver at your conference on the “Non-Human Turn in 21st 
Century Studies” might be thought of as a counterpart to the “Zombie Manifesto,” but here 
I will turn my attention from dead bodies in motion, to those at rest.  Drawing on both 
Posthumanist theory and Object Oriented Ontology, I explore the manner in which the 
corpse constructively troubles certain currents in these philosophies, and, in another fashion, 
illuminates the dark regions in which they are fellow travelers.  Can the corpse be properly 
thought of as an object? If so, what does the principle of “anthropodecentrism” look like 
when applied to this (literally) posthuman object? 

Some corpses continue to “speak” after death-- think of the body of a political leader put on 
display, or the way that heads on pikes loudly proclaim defeat.  Others are put to work-- 
anatomical models, for example, teach medical students, and organ donors supply 
replacement parts to the biological machines of the still-living.  The afterlife of the corpse is 
dramatized in art, and my argument is grounded in a few concrete textual examples in which 
the corpse itself becomes witness, testimony, and finally, evidence of the transformation that 
awaits us all from human into object. This paper examines characterizations of the corpse as 
a nonhuman thing, an human object, and will investigate moments in literature, film, art, and 
culture where dead bodies perform functions, and thus, take on a kind of lifelikeness like 
that attributed to nonhuman objects in recent work by Graham Harman and others.  What 
does it mean for nonhuman studies that this particular organic object (the human corpse) 
appears to have a kind of agency after death? Does considering the human corpse a 
nonhuman object reaffirm or undermine this field of inquiry?  

 
 


