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Abstract:

The culture of death denial is the consequence of the human desire for progress
that strives to surmount all its vulnerabilities, including death. Accordingly, humans
have exploited and harmed the resources of planet earth for the sake of economic and
technological growth. Therefore, any change in human behavior with regards to the
natural world must start from a reconsideration of human-centeredness. In this vein,
Don DeLillo’s Zero K engages with Transhumanist, Posthumanist and Postmodern
views of subjectivity in an attempt to formulate an answer to the current
environmental issues. Thus, this study analyzes Zero K from Jean Baudrillard’s
perspective on the death denial that typifies modern Western culture. In addition, the
analysis focuses on Baudrillard’s notion of the hyperreal and his understanding of
urban life as detrimental to the ecological and societal systems. In the novel, a
nonhuman vision of the world is depicted as a viable response to these dilemmas.
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Death Denial; Subjectivity; Posthumanism; Transhumanism; Hyperreal
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Introduction:

The denial of death that characterizes modern culture results in the human
exploitation of natural resources to the point of crisis. Fueled by a desire for progress,
humanity exploits and harms the natural world as it seeks to overcome all human
constrains, including death. As it endeavors to improve its own conditions, humanity
disregards the life of the planet and its nonhuman inhabitants. Man has polluted the planet
and negatively altered its ecological system for the sake of economic growth and
technological development. Therefore, in order to engage with the current state of
deterioration that the planet is witnessing, human-centeredness must be re-considered. In
this light, environmental crisis fiction aligns itself with the postmodern view that heralds
the death of the subject of humanism, however; it still believes it necessary to speak to
some part of the human that might be held accountable for the destruction it has caused.
An understanding of the human and his place vis-a-vis the natural world might be reached
through the use of death as a theme within these novels. As such, questions about
subjectivity are interwoven with questions about death. For instance, these novels depict
transhumanist and posthumanist visions of life after death that re-conceptualize the
humanist subject. Thus, in order to face the environmental crisis, humans must re-imagine
a selfhood that acknowledges its contribution to the status-quo of the planet (Squire, 2019).
The challenge lies in straddling the thin line between conceiving of the subject as an active
agent while not holding his life as more valuable than that of the nonhuman world.

Death has been a thematic concern in Don DeLillo’s work from his first novel
Americana, to his most prominent novels; Libra and White Noise, and Zero K is no
exception. In ““Death Itself Shall Be Deathless”: Transrationalism and Eternal Death in
Don DeLillo’s Zero K,” Nathan Ashman (2018) argues that DeLillo portrays a culture that
relies on technology and wealth to deny death. For instance, he mentions the similarity
between DeLillo and Baudrillard’s work on the hyperreal and its relationship with death
denial. However, the article misses the link between death denial and the environmental
crisis that the novel focuses on. In addition, in “Posthuman/ist Literature? Don DeLillo’s
Point Omega and Zero K,” Stefan Herbrechter (2020) reads Zero K as a Posthumanist novel
that is concerned with the effects of technology and climate change in formulating a new
understanding of the human. Similarly, Sherryl Vint (2021) in Biopolitical Futures in
Twenty-First-Century Speculative Fiction takes subjectivity into consideration as she
reflects on the Transhumanism in the novel as a dehumanizing capitalist desire to overcome
death that paints life as another commodity to wield power over. However, both critics
limit their reading of the novel to a mere diagnosis of a capitalist society that wishes to
conquer death for the sake of posthumanist or transhumanist possibilities. Therefore, it is
apt to consider how the novel criticizes all of the —isms that humanity uses to deny death
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and ignore its destruction of the planet and how, instead, it proposes a non-human response
to the engendered ecological issues.

In an attempt to achieve the purpose of this study, the following analysis makes use
of Jean Baudrillard’s criticism of a universal understanding of humanity that excludes all
that is not deemed ‘rational’ or ‘normal’ in a quest for progress. In his book Symbolic
Exchange and Death, Baudrillard (1993) condemns the modern view of subjectivity for its
marginalization of that which does not fit its universal conception, such as nature, animals,
children and the dying. With a focus on the theme of death, this paper aims for a reading
of Don DeLillo’s Zero K from the perspective of Baudrillard’s work, which other analyses
only mention in passing, to yield an understanding of the culture of death denial whose
fantasies of acquisition have reached a desire to purchase time itself. In addition, the current
inquiry examines the notions of Humanism, Transhumanism and Posthumanism that Zero
K seems to contend with as models of subjectivity from which to face the environmental
crisis. It intends to show that the novel diverges from these philosophical views in order to
promote the importance of life beyond limited human perceptions. Moreover, this paper
seeks to highlight the role of hyperrealism and urban life in subduing people to the harm
they have caused on planet earth.

1. The Culture of Death Denial: Ross Lockhart’s Desire to ‘Own the End of the
World’

Don DelLillo’s Zero K is a novel that depicts a culture of death denial as seen and
criticized by Jean Baudrillard. In his book Symbolic Exchange and Death, Baudrillard
describes modern Western culture as one in which death is deferred. Among the arguments
he makes in defense of his thesis is that a society driven by capitalist pursuits of
accumulation reaches the inevitable stage of desire wherein time is purchased as continuous
deferral of death. He asserts that the central motivation behind all activity in Western
Culture is to eliminate the threat of death following the same logic of the capitalist market;
“to ward off the ambivalence of death in the interests of life as value, and time as the general
equivalent” (Baudrillard, 1993, p. 147). In Zero K, the novel begins with the phrase
“everybody wants to own the end of the world,” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 03) to reflect the theme of
death denial that drives the narrative. The protagonist of the novel, Jeffery Lockhart is
witness to his father and stepmother’s use of wealth to cryogenically freeze their bodies
that they might achieve immortality. Such a position, forces Jeffery to confront the
consequences of human progress on the environment.

The novel represents the capitalist agenda to profit from the deferral of death in the
character of Ross Lockhart. According to Baudrillard, modern day security, in the form of
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life insurance and car safety, thrive on the promise of protecting people against death,
wherein “a convertibility of accident, disease and pollution into capitalist surplus profit is
operative everywhere” (Baudrillard, 1993, p177). In Zero K, Ross is a stand-in for the security
industry: “He was a man shaped by money. He’d made an early reputation by analyzing
the profit impact of natural disasters” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 14). The profit, although not specified
in the novel, is likely derived from the oversight of aid in a time of crisis delegated to the
private sector that is set to benefit from the restoration of affected areas (Lai, 2015). Like
any capitalist, Ross values his work above all else, including his family. He spends the
majority of his time on his work projects or traveling for work. Later, this neglect turns to
complete abandonment of his son and wife. Rightfully then, Jeffery Lockhart, holds a
contemptuous stance towards his father’s preoccupation with his material achievements.
Jeffery’s scorn can be detected in the sarcastic tone he adopts while narrating his father’s
involvement in the organization that will cryogenically preserve him and his second wife
Artis, called the Convergence. For instance, he regards the office that they provide for his
father with mock exaggeration as he states its purpose: “[it allows] him to maintain
convenient contact with his network of companies, agencies, [...] communes and clans,”
(DeLillo, 2017, p. 07), which reflects the courteous treatment that his father receives due to
his economic status. Evidently, the power and wealth that Ross has accumulated,
irrespective of the suffering of other people, has allowed him access to such a transhumanist
project. In this sense, capital generates and maintains the culture of death denial.

Immortality 1s a privileged aspiration of the wealthy, DeLillo maintains in Zero K.
When Jeffery questions his father on how much money he has put in support of the
cryogenic project, Ross believes that preserving the body of his terminally ill wife so that
scientists can safely revive her in the future to be a compelling reason to join the
Convergence. His second rationale for financially participating in the project resides in
what he will receive in exchange for money; that which is most precious: time. For Ross,
the dissatisfaction lies in how short a human life span is, even with an optimistic eighty
years estimate. Ross laments how devastatingly short the human life span is compared to
that of planet earth: “All those billions of years. And us, you and me. We live and die in a
flash. Seconds, he said. We can measure our time in seconds” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 34).
Capitalists such as Ross are not satisfied with nothing less than to out-live earth and its
resources. In the same vein, the creators of this particular cryogenic project try to promote
their ideas to other potential benefactors by giving life to their fantasy of death-defying
wealth, they provide examples of immortality attained by the rich and the powerful:
“‘Kings, queens, emperors, pharaohs’” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 76). The emphasis, therefore, 1s on
the ultimate dream of exchanging wealth for time as value.
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Being of high expense, transhumansit technology is only available to the wealthy, the
powerful and the knowledgeable (Thomas, 2022). Initially, Ross is only a benefactor and
escort to his wife, but then suddenly decides to join her in cryogenic body freeze. To his
son’s surprise, Ross is in good health and has a minimum of twenty more years of life. As
Jeffery contemplates his father’s decision, he realizes that it is not only a desire to
accompany a woman he loves that is driving his decision but the philosophy of the
Convergence that caters to the aspiration of the rich. There is only so much one can acquire
before he starts to desire immortality; for Ross, “the pod would be his final shrine of
entitlement” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 117). However, the privileges of a comfortable life cannot be
sacrificed too easily. When it comes time for them to go, Ross withdraws like a true
capitalist attached to his life and image, unable to part with their surplus; for “this is a
component of the outsized life. Too much engenders too much” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 142). It is
this excess that defines the paradox of Ross’s life and possible death; immortality is
appealing but the price of premature death is too high to pay.

The culture of death denial manifests itself in the novel in the transhumanist
philosophy of the Convergence. Transhumanism is defined as the use of scientific and
technological advances, like cryogenics in this case, in order to overcome human
limitations, such as illness, intellectual deficiencies and mortality (Squire, 2019). As a
witness, Jeffery disapproves of terminating his stepmother’s life in the hope of being able
to revive her in some imaginary future. Her death, as Jeffery sees it, is a reflection of a
culture that is deluded in its belief in a version of a superhuman, following “a highly precise
medical procedure guided by mass delusion, by superstition and arrogance and self-
deception” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 50). Furthermore, the compound of the Convergence 1s based
on a relegation of the dying to sterilized spaces such as the hospital and hospice in which
the culture of death denial demonstrates its ‘out of sight, out of mind’ attitude towards death
(Baudrillard, 1993). A sentiment that the novel points to in the manner of Artis’s death, she
dies far away from her family and friends, “in this regimental outpost, where everything
happens somewhere else” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 50). As such, in the character of Jeffery, the novel
reflects distrust in the health-care system that is characteristic of the American culture since
the 1980s, which no longer believes in the benevolence of physicians or the invincibility
of medicine in the face of illness (Hawkins, 1999). In addition, those responsible for the
transhumanist project disregard questions about whether the elimination of death will
render life meaningless, the eventual obsoleteness of human endeavors; such as art and
history, and the exhaustion of natural resources to the determent of the environment. Their
sole purpose is to defy death no matter the consequences: ““We want to stretch the
boundaries of what it means to be human—stretch and then surpass’” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 70).
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The valorization of the humanist subject above all else creates a tunnel-vision that pays no
mind to the harm it might cause on its way to becoming superhuman.

Once the transhumanist perspective has seeped into Ross’s consciousness, it is
difficult for him to effectively return to normal life. In a state of perpetual anticipation of
his death, Ross’s psychological state significantly deteriorates, “I think he came here to
grow old.” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 185). Baudrillard claims that in a culture of death denial old
people are pushed to the margins of society, as they are a visual reminder of imminent death
(Baudrillard, 1993). As such, after two years of Artis’s departure, Ross decides to finally join
her silently, unceremoniously: “I’m simply going away” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 224). Accordingly,
Ross is again the perfect embodiment of his cultural milieu.

In modern culture, Ross does not possess the paradigm of what Baudrillard terms the
‘symbolic exchange’ between life and death; wherein death is part of life and life continues
after death (Baudrillard, 1993). According to Baudrillard, the limited perception of the
modern subject imagines death to be irreversible and therefore can only bestow meaning
on life as a final destination, “death is not an event, but a myth experienced as anticipation.
The subject needs a myth of its end, as of its origin, to form its identity” (Baudrillard, 1993,
p. 159). Believing in the irreversibility of death, Ross adopts this myth and forms an identity
based on a struggle against it. Thus, Jeffery concludes that his father’s identity is based on
a transhumanist interpretation of the world that has governed his life. He determines that a
second journey to the Convergence is to reflect on the meaning of his father’s life, as is the
purpose of all journeys; to “curse yourself or bless yourself or tell yourself, in [his] father’s
situation, that you’ll have a chance to do it all over again, with variations” (DeLillo, 2017, p.
230). As such, the journey that Ross embarks on to the Convergence is a metaphor for his
life journey that derives meaning from the desire to conquer death as understood by modern
culture. The issue with such life-purpose is that it is based on a belief in the superiority of
human life to the point of delusion.

The notion of progress in modern society seeks to improve the human condition that
it might be liberated from “such ‘constraints of the natural world’ as hunger, sickness and
death...” (Squire, 2019, p. 03). Therefore, death denial is the driving force behind the
exploitation of natural resources in the name of progress. Likewise, the hyper fixation of
market societies on economic growth has resulted in devastating consequences for the
environment. Carbon pollution, global warming, plastic pollution and several other
environmental issues ensue from the human disregard for the planet and nonhuman life for
its own gain (Squire, 2019). In addition, the hyperreality of modern life further desensitizes
humanity to the consequences of its actions on the planet and the imminence of death.
Baudrillard defines hyperreality as the detailed reproduction of the real through means of
replication like advertisement and photographs (Baudrillard, 1993). In Zero K, the hyperreal
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is depicted in the broadcasting of ecological devastation though a giant wall-to-wall screen
in the Convergence compound. The first of these broadcasts shows Jeffery images of a
flooded city, one of which is a dead woman still in a seated position in a destroyed house.
The projection of the scene on an abnormally large screen gives it its hyperreal effect, as
Jeffery feels: “The size of the screen lifted the effect out of the category of TV news. [...]
It was there in front of me, on my level, immediate and real...” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 11). While
Jeffery stands fascinated by the scenes, unable to look away, he is not allowed to assimilate
them as fully real as they come through a screen; simultaneously actual and illusory.
According to Baudrillard, the intent of these hyperrealist images is to dull the effect of the
havoc that human activity has caused on earth. In this sense, the purpose of reproduction is
to put a veil over causation and sedate people’s emotions and possible reactions.
Baudrillard asserts that in the hyperrealist culture people are completely alienated from
their emotions and deeply entrenched in a simulation. In this sense, witnessing violent
images that induce feelings of anxiety and guilt prevent the individual from experiencing
these emotions in reality (Baudrillard, 1993). Indeed, every time Jeffery witnesses a natural
disaster on screen he stands helpless. His habitual response to the devastating images is to
‘wait’, despite the gravity of a climate in collapse he is never moved to action: “Here was
our climate enfolding us. I’d seen many tornadoes on TV news reports and waited for the
footage of the rubbled storm path...” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 36). As such, the separation between
the individual and real life results in feelings of apathy and a lack of proactive action.

In a culture that is obsessed with reproduction, DeLillo’s Zero K depicts the
bewilderment that hyperreality breeds as it blurs the line between real and imagery.
Baudrillard insists that a hyperrealist view has become an inseparable part of individual
consciousness, that “reality is over-exposed to the glare of models” (Baudrillard, 1993, p.
75). In one of the many broadcasts in the compound, Jeffery wonders whether what he has
been seeing are not real natural disasters but are rather fictitious fabrications. Then, as if in
response to his confusion, a scene of people running from some looming threat comes to
life before Jeffery’s eyes. Running towards him as he stood before the screen are “... the
running men and women, images bodied out, spilled from the screen” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 153).
With his questions about the story behind the runners and why they were filmed
unanswered, Jeffery is unable to close the gap between reality and its reproduction.

From the perspective of hyperreality, Jeffery constantly stood between reality and its
simulacra while in the Convergence. At one point, he stumbles upon a plastic garden made
in the image of an English one. At first, Jeffery is happy to come across a place ‘outside’
the compound. However, upon closer inspection he quickly notices that the plants and
flowers of the garden are not real, “...all of it unruffled by the breeze that swept across the
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garden” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 122). In this fake garden, Jeffery meets a man who tries to convince
him of the value behind the transhumanist project precisely for fear of the environmental
crisis. To Jeffery’s astonishment, however, the man does not seem to register that it is the
human exceptionalism inherent in transhumanism that has lead to such disasters: “These
elements of planetary woe were a natural component of the thinking here but there was no
trace of rote recitation” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 127). The man provides no viable answer for
transhumanists destruction of the planet other than to double their effort to primarily
safeguard human life. In the counterfeit setting of such a conversation, Jeffery observes the
complete immersion of the transhumanist project in hyperreality.

Modern culture has focused so intently on progress through economic growth and the
advent of science in order to overcome human vulnerabilities, including death. Progress
has not come without a price, however; for the exploitation of natural resources has lead to
the determent of the environment. In Zero K, the desire for progress has manifested itself
in the transhumanist project to overcome death. As such, this section has highlighted how
the modern capitalist society and its increasing hyperreality have produced a culture of
death denial that conceives of human life as more important than that of the planet and the
nonhuman.

2. Lamenting the Death of the Humanist Subject: Jeffery as a ‘Shapeless Man’

When discussing the demise of the planet and humanity, questions regarding the
human subject, his discourse and actions are bound to arise. Informed by a postmodern
conception of selfhood, Zero K reflects a disavowal of humanist ideals. However, the
conception of the self as completely fragmented is no longer adequate in an age of
ecological devastation, in which it is tantamount that humanity looks within and takes
accountability for its actions. As such, while Jeffery holds the transhumanist project in
contempt, the postmodern culture that he grew up in does not equip him with the tools
necessary to define a subjectivity that is solid enough to face the perils of the world.

From a postmodern perspective, the indeterminacy of meaning in language results
in the fragmentation of individual identity. In The Self after Postmodernity, Shrag observes
the erosion of a coherent sense of self in the face of linguistic ambiguity of the postmodern
culture; “the self is simply dispersed into a panorama of radically diversified and changing
language games” (Shrag, 1999, p. 27). DeLillo’s Zero K depicts in Jeffery’s character a self-
conscious subject who is aware of all the ways in which he experiences a fractured identity,
especially with regards to meaning and language. Initially, he 1s portrayed as having the
self-awareness that enables him to realize the compulsivity with which he seeks to make
meaning of his surroundings. For instance, when he arrives at the Convergence for the first
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time he notes his epistemological concerns: “I tried to inject meaning, make the place
coherent or at least locate myself within the place, to confirm my uneasy presence” (DeLillo,
2017, p. 10). In addition, the tendency for meaning making is a trait that Jeffery has exhibited
since childhood. Fascinated by the exact definition of words, he looks for the definition of
the word ‘fishwife’ that he heard his father call his mother. The dictionary yields a chain of
related words ‘shrew’ ‘insectivorous’ and ‘vorous’ (DeLillo, 2017, p. 25). When later in life
he comes across the word in a novel, “it [sweeps him] back into the marriage” (DeLillo,
2017, p. 26). Thus, the meaning of the word is incessantly deferred as it shaped by Jeffery’s
personal story. Furthermore, Jeffery is unable to evade the unreliability of linguistic
meaning in creating a solid identity. For example, he wants to be a reader but once he
constructs a narrative around that desire he ceases to pursue it. The words he uses to
describe his decision to read more become an end in themselves: “I wanted to steep myself
in European literature. [...] The word steep was the whole point. Once I decided to steep
myself, there was no need to read the work”™ (DeLillo, 2017, p. 102). Thus, language games
eclipse Jeffery’s efforts to construction an identity.

Confronting ideas about death in the Convergence is what forces Jeffery to
contemplate his stance on abstract concepts; such as life, death and personhood. He quickly
comprehends that he stands in self-defense against the fluidity and unpredictability of such
notions. One of his defenses is his life history, the associations that his mind conjures, such
as his parents’ failed marriage, to prevent him from losing the illusion of control. He
acknowledges his failure to fully immerse himself in such a perspective altering project, as
he escapes to the more comfortable recesses of his history. Jeffery draws a distinction
between the philosophical gravitas of the Convergence and the insignificance of his life:
“Time, fate, chance, immortality. And here is my simpleminded past, [...] crawling out of
every wall around me” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 15). According to Shrag, such a view of the
temporality of the self in postmodernity is understood as a human flaw rather than strength,
as if one’s temporalized history stands in the way of assimilating new ideas and changing
old perspectives (Shrag, 1999). Herein lies Jeffery’s dilemma, he feels that the weight of his
history clouds his ability to make sound judgments in the present moment. In the same
vein, Jeffery feels detached from his surroundings because of his constant invention of
fictitious histories for other people, he thinks that: “These were shallow responses to an
environment that required abandonment of such distinctions” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 72). Jeffery
cannot forge a deeper sense of identity as long as he refuses to immerse himself deeper in
the challenging experiences of life.

Jeffery is further stripped of a unified sense of identity for his inability to make and
commit to any particular choice. Shrag relies on the work of Kierkegaard to point to the
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fact that the ability to make choices is one of the pillars of a continuous self identity. Such
a faculty is lacking in the postmodern conception of the self as a result of its determinism
by forces outside of its control (Shrag, 1999). For instance, the plethora of jobs offered to
Jeffery in the contemporary society paralyzes him. He is unable to choose one and therefore
unable to construct a solid identity, he laments: “I was outside the subject, almost always,
whatever the subject was” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 57). Here, the ‘subject’ is fragmented for his
inability to make decisions in the present which obscures his past as well as his future.
Therefore, Jeftery as a subject of postmodernity experiences a kind of despair that is akin
to death. For Jeffery this is not the sort of death that his father and stepmother are
confronting but rather a “living death;” wherein the self is alienated from its past and future,
which in turn strip the present of meaningful life (Shrag, 1999, p. 65). In addition to his
inability to choose a job, he is equally unable to commit to a life partner; in an angry
confrontation, his father calls it “[his] little church of non-commitment” (DeLillo, 2017, p.
115). The novel again attributes this indecisiveness to what Gergen calls ‘the technologies
of social saturation’ that overwhelm people with a vast number of possible relationships
that they would not have otherwise been able to develop (Gergen, 1991). Therefore, Jeffery’s
lack of commitment is reflective of his entrenchment in the digital culture of the excessive
and the unreliable, that his father questions his choice of female partners: “‘Do you get
interested in them according to guidelines you’ve entered on your smartphone? Can’t last,
won’t last, never last’” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 116). In a culture that is known for excess, Jeffery
cannot make choices with which he could construct a unified self.

Despite the fact that Jeffery fits the profile of ‘the shapeless man’ of postmodernity,
he does show a desire for solidity (DeLillo, 2017, p. 57). Having no religious affiliation,
Jeffery has lost an integral source of meaning for life and death. For instance, he hears the
line “dust thou art and to dust thou shalt return” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 16) at a curious church
visit he takes one day and wonders if he is mocking the church or if he is in sincere search
for meaning. For the biblical line suggests a reciprocal relationship between humans and
planet earth rather than the exploitative stance of capitalism or transhumanism. Another
instance in which Jeffery’s fragmentation is contrasted with a substantial source of meaning
comes when a monk tells him of his religious sacrifices. He realizes that he cannot grasp
the beliefs and traditions that the monk is devoted to, as “the man’s intentions [are] so far
outside [his] own fragmented visions...” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 89). Likewise, his observation of
a Muslim taxi driver in prayer recalls his lack of a reliable frame of reference, seeing him
“turned toward Mecca,” Jeffery “[tries] to reconcile the firm placement of his world into
the scatterlife of this one” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 271). As such, Jeffery is forced to reckon with
the disorientation he feels compared to the calm assurance of the man in prayer. His
inability to foster real intimate relationships is also cause for regret to Jeffery, after the end
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of his most recent relationship he laments he failed to tell the woman his family history that
its most recent involvement in a cryogenic project. In this sense, Jeffery in Zero K displays
sadness over the despair of the postmodern subject.

DeLillo’s Zero K portrays the individual in the postmodern culture as being lost in
a constant play of signifiers. In addition, the subject of the saturated contemporary society
is unable to make and commit to decisions that help him/her create a unified identity.
However, DeLillo depicts in Jeffery a frustration with the shallowness of a character that
lacks tradition and community.

3. A Search for Answers to the Environmental Crisis in Zero K: From a
Posthuman to a Nonhuman Perspective

Zero K seems to lament the death of the humanist subject but nevertheless does not
offer a return to humanism as a solution to the current ecological issues. Neither does it
uphold the transhumanist ideal as answer to planetary and human woes, but rather
contemplates a posthumanist one. Where transhumanism is an intensified version of
humanism, where the centeredness of the humanist subject attempts to defy even death,
posthumanism aims to build a world after the end of humanism. Posthumanism recognizes
the detrimental consequences of human centeredness on the natural world without
completely discarding some of the better human qualities. Moreover, it strives to conceive
of new ways to define the human that might live in harmony with the nonhuman world
rather than domineer over it (Squire, 2019). Thus, this section analyzes the ways in which
the novel considers the posthuman that eventually gives way to the nonhuman.

Unlike Ross, Artis’s idealism places her above the transhumanism of the
Convergence. Her attitude aligns with the posthuman in that she wishes to live a life that
reaches beyond the limited humanist perspective. Her first transcendent experience
occurred when she had a surgery on her eye that required she cover it for a while. The cover
over her eye renews her vision of the world; the temporary darkness gave her a deeper
appreciation for the light that she had grown accustomed to. Her new perception transcends
the limitations of language to the point where she struggles to describe it exactly. The first
exposure to different colors after the surgery introduces verbal inadequacy. The depth and
beauty of the colors of the world elude her meager language. She repeatedly notices her
failure to describe the colors of different objects accurately and declares: “I don’t know
what to call it” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 45). Artis wonders whether this is a limitation on the part
of the human, that such an experience is available to the nonhuman: “‘Is this the world that
only animals are capable of seeing?’” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 47). Attis tells this story by way of
explaining her motivation behind participating in the cryogenic project; she wishes to be
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rebuilt into a posthuman figure. This figure she believes will be part human part machine,
relieved of previous perceptual limitations, she asserts: “‘I will be reborn into a deeper and
truer reality’” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 47). It is clear that Artis endeavors not for immortality but
for an experience of the world that is not hampered by human ignorance or lack of a deeper
vision.

Don DelLillo divides Zero K into two part separated by a chapter called “Artis
Martineau” which depicts Arts’s inner monologue after she has been cryogenically frozen.
The chapter oscillates between first and third narration, both modes reflect a confusion that
stems from a loss of a sense of self. What is left to Artis are ‘the grim limits of the self” as
the third person narration puts it (DeLillo, 2017, p. 160). Artis in her frozen state considers
time, language and the body that are completely stripped of substance. In her pod, Artis has
no real conception of time, her words carry no coherent meaning and her body is a mere
object that she has lost connection to; she wonders: “Is this my body. Is this what makes
me whatever [ know and whatever I am” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 159). The posthuman future that
Artis imagines never comes to fruition in the realm of the novel and only leaves her trapped,
with no self to account for except for a ceaseless voice in meaningless speech. Despite the
fact that the novel portrays posthumanism as preferable to transhumanism, in the grim
image of a frozen life, neither dead nor alive, the posthuman seems suspended unable to
materialize in any real way.

In the second half of the novel, contemporary life is contrasted with a sort of living
that 1s closest to the nonhuman, that of the neurodivergent children. For the universal
concept of the human excludes that which does not fit under the umbrella of ‘normalcy,’
therefore, puts these children on par with the nonhuman. As such, Baudrillard criticizes the
universal conception of the human in the modern Western culture for its exclusion of the
nonhuman, in the name of progress. He asserts that progress hinges on the rejection of all
that is deemed inferior; “the progress of Humanity and Culture are simply the chain of
discriminations with which to brand 'Others' with inhumanity, and therefore with nullity”
(Baudrillard, 1993, p. 125). In the novel, when Jeffery returns to New York he encounters the
response of children with mental disabilities to the chaos of the contemporary city. For
example, his girlfriend’s adopted son, Stack, while not diagnosed with autism, he exhibits
autistic traits such as his fixation on numerical phenomena and inability to understand
subtle social cues, such as sarcastic remarks (Carlin, 2022). One manner in which Stack
refuses to integrate into the unifying system of urban life is by protesting against riding the
subway and riding a taxi instead, Jeffery wonders: “Was he the species that rejected all the
things we were supposed to tolerate as a way of maintaining our shaky hold on common
order?” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 173). Stack belongs to the species that rejects the ‘ghetto of urban
life’ that 1s saturated with signs of consumerism that one finds in places such as the subway
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(Baudrillard, 1993). In addition, Jeffery’s girlfriend works with children that suffer from
learning disabilities and developmental problems of various kinds. The novel describes
these children in terms that are in direct opposition to the universally agreed upon definition
of the ‘human’: “They faced obstacles to everyday learning, [...] how to acquire
experience, become alert, become informed, find out” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 189). Relieved of
the expectation of becoming accomplished adults in the contemporary society, these
children relate to the world in the simplest of ways. Their outmost concern is to show basic
functioning, such as playing gmaes, drawing and telling stories, to merely survive from one
day to the next. Thus, the disabled children provide an example of living outside the fast
paced consumer culture.

Baudrillard asserts that the modern city is now based on a homogenous life style
that is determined by the models circulated in the media (Baudrillard, 1993). Other than the
lives of the disabled children, the novel depicts a different form of protest against the
determinism of urban life; that of silence and stillness. For instance, Jeffery encounters
women standing in the streets of New York in a fixed ‘meditative stance’; “... there was no
sign, no leaflets or tracts, only the woman, the stillness, the fixed point in the nonstop
swarm” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 175). The woman is not unlike the New York City graffitists of
1972 that Baudrillard uses as an example of nonconformists that offer no signs that can be
interpreted as a coherent message (Baudrillard, 1993). The lack of a political statement from
the woman is depicted in opposition to the sign-saturated city. Her stance eludes the
possibility of being boxed into a single typical identity or history, Jeffery just “watched her,
knowing that [he] could not invent a single detail of the life that pulsed behind those eyes”
(DeLillo, 2017, p. 175). In addition, the novel ends with the image of a Manhattan sunset that
only occurs twice a year where the sun aligns perfectly between the east and west sides of
the city street creating a beautiful contrast between a natural phenomenon and urban
architecture (Wasserman, 2012). This phenomenon is referred to as ‘Manhattanhenge,” which
is not mentioned in the novel by way of rejecting the human interpretive stance that relies
on language as a tool to make sense of the world (Worthington, 1996). In fact, Jeffery
explicitly says he does not know what it is called; therefore, renouncing the socially
predetermined notions that language carries. Rather, the scene focuses on a mentally
disabled little boy’s nonverbal reaction to the sunset, described as “prelinguistic grunts that
are far more suitable than words” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 274). For a moment Jeffery imagines that
the boy’s reaction is born out of fear of the end of the world that the image of the sunset
seems to conjure in his mind. However, he reasons that the little boy is reacting to the
beauty of the moment; he “was finding the purest astonishment in the intimate touch of
earth and sun” (DeLillo, 2017, p. 274). It is the boy’s nonhuman reaction that makes Jeffery
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turn his back on the sunset, convinced that he does not need to formulate an interpretation
of the scene: “I didn’t need heaven’s light. I had the boy’s cries of wonder” (DeLillo, 2017,
p- 274). The end of the novel renounces a subjective human perspective altogether as it
upholds a primal amazement with the beauty of nature. A stance that is uninhibited by a
fear of the annihilation of the self and the world that is experienced by all the characters of
the novel.

Don DeLillo’s Zero K examines a posthuman solution to the ecological devastation
and the saturation of consumer culture that the world is currently witnessing. However, the
novel does not venture beyond a wishful thinking of a posthuman future that is aborted by
a loss of a sense of self. It is in a nonhuman view of the world; the silent, the nonverbal and
the nonconformist, that the novel finds a resolution to its concerns.

Conclusion:

The purpose of this paper has been to analyze death as a thematic concern in Don
DeLillo’s Zero K from Jean Baudrillard’s perspective on death in the modern Western
culture. The novel reflects the negative consequences of death denial in the name of
progress, which takes the shape of economic growth and hyperrealism, on the planet and
society. These themes are explored in the various states of death that the characters are in
and how it frames their understanding of subjectivity. Respectively, Artis, Ross and Jeffery
contemplate Tranhumanism, Posthumanism and the complete annihilation of the humanist
subject as viable answers to the current ecological and societal devastation. However, none
of the aforementioned options come to any real fruition in the novel. Instead, Zero K offers
a nonhuman response to the environmental and cultural issues as an innocent vision that is
not corrupted by human-centered attitudes and actions.
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