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Abstract 

The argument of this thesis is that corpse disposal in England is a production process where value is 

generated out of the waste materials of the dead body. I make this argument by analysing the concept 

of value in two contemporary corpse disposal cultures; cremation and natural burial. This is because 

the concept of value has been effective for providing a critique of production as a process (Marx, 2013), 

as well as the management of materials more widely (Hetherington, 2004; Gibson, 2008). Throughout 

this thesis, I focus on two elements of investigating value in cremation and natural burial. The first of 

these questions how value is generated out of the waste materials of the corpse. I have found that the 

quantification of waste materials, their containment, and the labour techniques used to manage them 

each reflect a process of rendering. This is where a waste material is opened up to new uses and avenues 

of exchange, enabling value to be generated from it. The second focus is on the values that are attached 

to the waste materials of the corpse that remain after this production process has generated a funeral 

commodity (Olson, 2016a). Through their management, these waste materials are attached with any 

combination of moral, emotional, and economic values, but it was rare to find consistency in this 

attachment. The findings of this thesis offer future avenues of thought in Sociology, particularly in the 

fields of death, waste, value, and disposal. Contributions to the area of death and waste come from the 

application of work on waste analogies of the corpse into an empirical setting. I also develop on the 

literature concerning the relationship between waste and value, showing how disposal holds a vital role 

in the generation of value out of a waste material.  
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Preface 

In 2016, I was sat in a funeral room in Chelmsford, Essex, watching my father give a eulogy for my 

older brother, Paul, who lay in a brown closed coffin at the front of the room. This image has profoundly 

affected my life, and yet it is all that I remember of that room; most of the details have vanished as a 

good portion of the day was a blur. When I think back to it, my memories fade in and out, and I am 

never able to fully grasp what was real and what was unreal. The entire experience was surreal. We 

went from the funeral room to a cemetery where Paul was buried. We threw soil onto the top of his 

coffin. We had some drinks and shared memories about him in a bar not too far away. Though, my 

strongest memory of that day revolves around a question that I had as we left the cemetery: What will 

happen to him when we leave?  

This question is what encouraged me to undertake this project, taking me from a sales role for a small 

business in London all the way to an academic institution in York. At the heart of it, this is a PhD project 

that finds its foundations in my own experiences of death, revolving around a more academic take on 

the question that I had in 2016: How are the materials of the corpse managed during their disposal? In 

a personal sense, answering this question has become a component of a grief journey, which has left 

me with a desire to fill the gaps of what the public do not see. In a broader, public sense, my aim for 

answering this question is to hopefully fill those gaps for others that have lost a loved one, too. However, 

as I will show throughout this thesis, the contributions that answering this question have provided are 

also numerous for Sociology, too.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1: Context 

In the outer margins of public attention, where eyes often do not wish to look, corpse disposal in 

England has been subtly changing, ever shaped by environmental discourses (Davies, 2005; Rumble et 

al, 2014, Rugg, 2018). Of most significance to this are two specific corpse disposal cultures that have 

emerged from these environmental discourses. The first is cremation where the corpse is reduced into 

a set of bone fragments after being subject to temperatures exceeding 750C. These bone fragments are 

then ground into ashes that are used by the bereaved to memorialise the deceased, as evidenced in 

scattering ceremonies, or the transformation of some of these ashes into jewellery (Mathijssen, 2017). 

Cremation has consistently been the most popular method of corpse disposal in England, with over 50% 

of the population choosing it over burial since 1967 (Cremation Society, 2021). This popularity has 

only increased, which is illustrated by 80% of the English population now choosing this above all other 

methods, as of 2018 (ibid). Arguably, environmental concerns have always factored into the draw of 

cremation as its popularity has stemmed from anxieties over the amount of land left in the UK for the 

burial of the dead (Rugg, 2018). However, since the turn of the millennium, these environmental 

discourses have further shaped the operation of cremation by targeting the emissions that emerge from 

crematoria. Of particular concern is the mercury that evaporates from some forms of dental amalgam 

when they are subjected to heat. In 2012, a scheme was introduced whereby all crematoria in the UK 

would be required to reduce these mercury emissions by 50% (Rumble et al, 2014).  

The second disposal culture is natural burial. This is where the body is buried at around three feet of 

depth in a natural landscape. The idea underpinning this is that the corpse decomposes into the ground, 

helping to grow the natural landscape surrounding it. These landscapes become public spaces and are 

often used by the public for dog walks or picnics. It has a dual use as a cemetery, though gravestones 

and certain non-natural funerary items can sometimes1 be prohibited. The environmentalism 

underpinning this is evident, with emphasis placed on the reuse of the decomposing materials of the 

corpse; a reuse of what would otherwise be surplus waste. The modern incarnation of this practice began 

to crystallise in 1994 when a natural burial ground was opened in Carlisle by Ken West. Since then, 

natural burial has expanded across England with over 200 grounds now in existence, many sharing this 

narrative of reusing the materials of the corpse to generate a landscape (Callender et al, 2012). 

 
1 I say ‘sometimes’ because there is no uniform rule over this. Some natural burial grounds are very strict over the 

prohibition of gravestones, whilst others are relaxed. Whether they are privately or publicly owned, or whether 

they are a member of an advisory body for natural burial grounds has little bearing on this decision. Rather, it is 

purely made at the discretion of the ground. 
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Keeping up to date with the way that corpse disposal has changed to incorporate environmental 

discourses into its operation has meant that academic discussions have also started to approach the 

corpse in new ways. This growing focus on environmentalism has led a few academic writers to outline 

a waste framework for the corpse, whereby its materials are analogised as material waste (Rumble et 

al, 2014; Olson, 2016a; 2016b; Troyer, 2016; Krupar, 2018; Kohn et al, 2019) This conceptual 

methodology has been used to explore the management of these materials in more detail in the UK, US 

and Australia. It is not hard to see the draw of analogising corpse materials as waste to better understand 

their place in an environmentally conscious disposal process. Corpse materials are waste-like. Firstly, 

there is the point that the corpse must be disposed of in some way and removed from social life. If left, 

it becomes dangerous, threatening to leak, spill, and contaminate. In this way, it is similar to other 

surplus biological waste materials that also pose this threat to public life. Secondly, waste is a core 

concept of contention in environmental discourses, with these discourses challenging how waste is 

known (Hird, 2012) and how it is then managed. For example, prior anthropological research has shown 

that environmental discourses have contributed to emphasising the reuse of waste materials as a 

resource (Reno, 2015). Therefore, waste is a particularly valuable concept as it can be used to ask how 

environmentally conscious corpse disposal cultures manage the materials of the corpse (Olson, 2016a).  

 

1.2: Thesis Aims 

It is this waste framework of the corpse that I will be taking forward as a tool for investigating cremation 

and natural burial in England. The aim of this thesis is to find out how the waste materials of the corpse 

are managed in the corpse disposal cultures of cremation and natural burial. It is important to note here 

that I am understanding both cremation and natural burial as corpse disposal cultures, rather than purely 

methods. Indeed, Munro (2001) has stated that culture acts as an architecture of disposal. This is to say 

that understanding disposal solely as a method of management underplays the cultural processes that 

structure this management, namely, the acts of classification and meaning management (Douglas, 2002) 

that are enacted through disposal. In essence, disposal and culture work in tandem with one another. 

My application of this position to corpse disposal in England drives the discussion on disposal forward, 

through highlighting how Munro’s (2001) arguments apply to the disposal of the corpse.  

To achieve the aim of this thesis, I will use the concept of value as a way of tracing how these waste 

materials are used, and exchanged. This use of the concept of value has been shown in the work of Marx 

(2013) but, importantly, it has also been successfully used to illustrate how waste materials are 

managed, as demonstrated by the litany of literature about the relationship between these two concepts 

(Gidwani, 2013; Reno, 2015; Thompson, 2017 Krupar, 2018). There is certainly relevance here when 

considering how environmentalism has come to affect these corpse disposal cultures of cremation and 
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natural burial since environmental discourses have been particularly concerned with the valuation and 

(re)use of waste materials (Gregson et al, 2015a).  

As such, the concept of value is particularly relevant to the research questions that form this project. It 

provides a means for considering how these waste materials have been managed within corpse disposal 

cultures that are increasingly influenced by environmental discourses, which seek to (re)use and 

exchange surplus wastes. Through its ability to be used to trace the uses and exchange of these materials, 

the concept of value is a tool for assessing how these corpse materials are managed in cremation and 

natural burial. This is reflected in two research questions: 

1. How is value generated out of the waste materials of the corpse? 

2. What value is attached to the waste materials of the corpse? 

The first of these research questions will show how value is generated through corpse disposal. What I 

mean by this is that it will help me to demonstrate the underlying practices that are used to make the 

waste materials of the corpse useful. Answering the question will show how waste materials change 

and evolve as they pass through the corpse disposal cultures of cremation and natural burial. By doing 

this, answering this question reveals the way that environmentalist and capitalist discourses come 

together to shape the disposal of these waste materials, ultimately revealing the way that they are 

managed. 

Rather than detailing how waste materials are made useful, the second research question is focused on 

which of these waste materials are useful and how that use is valued. It is from this platform that a 

second dimension to the management of these waste materials will be revealed. That is, through this 

question, I will consider what the English Death Industry values, and how this value is represented 

through exchange. The answer will provide me with a more complete account of the management 

processes present in English corpse disposal. In essence, the first question only covers the processes 

that make the waste materials valuable, but this second research question uncovers the way that corpse 

disposal in England manages this value. The project therefore builds on both the current work using 

waste analogies of the corpse (Rumble et al, 2014; Olson, 2016a; Krupar, 2018) and discussions 

concerning the relationship between waste and value (Giles, 2014; Reno, 2017; Thompson, 2017) by 

synthesising these two areas together in an empirical setting. Through this, novel data and arguments 

are made that provide contributions to both of these fields. 

 

1.3: Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework guiding this research is formed of three significant concepts, which are 

waste, disposal, and value. The first is the concept of waste, which I have already touched upon in my 

justification of why the concept proves welcome in this thesis. More broadly, however, the waste 
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analogy should be thought of as a conceptual methodology that helps me to approach this management 

of corpse materials as surplus waste products. My approach to waste is heavily influenced by Mary 

Douglas’ (2002) work on Purity and Danger in the sense that waste is fluidic and subject to 

classifications made in the English Death Industry. Waste has many potential meanings; as pollution 

problematic (ibid, 2002), and/or2 resource (Reno, 2015). My method of studying this positions the 

meanings tied to these waste materials of the corpse as emerging from how they are classified in the 

corpse disposal cultures of cremation and natural burial.   

As a result, the second concept informing this project is ‘disposal’. I want to be clear that I am 

understanding corpse disposal as a way of managing the value of the waste materials of the corpse. This 

comes from the classifications placed on these materials in the disposal cultures of cremation and natural 

burial. The values that emerge from the classifications on these waste materials are based on the 

meanings that are attached to them as they are classified, which then inform how they are used and 

exchanged. For example, if a waste material is classified as ‘contaminating’, efforts are made to restrict 

the places that these contaminating materials can go so as not to ‘infect’ others (Douglas, 2002; Robins, 

2017; Robins and Smith, 2020). This take on disposal draws heavily on how Munro (1995; 1998; 2001; 

2016) and Hetherington (2004) have understood the concept, whereby they have suggested that the 

disposal of materials is a vital part of ordering the excesses in meaning tied to them. Where I differ, 

however, is to approach disposal as a way of producing value as much as organising it. 

Disposal has historically been considered against a backdrop of the consumption of meaning. For 

example, Hetherington (2004) has placed the emphasis on consumption. Yet, Munro (2001) has noted 

that historically modernity has been imbued with questions of production (Heideggar, 1962) and 

postmodernity has been concerned with questions of consumption (Derrida, 1982). He uses disposal to 

argue that neither of these notions address a fundamental issue of postmodernity; namely that materials 

contain an excess in meaning that must be managed. His use of disposal as a concept is based on how 

this excess in meaning is managed, posing philosophical concerns over whether meaning can be deleted 

or whether humanity faces a constant struggle to manage and re-manage meaning (Munro, 2001). His 

position is that disposal can be used as a theoretical tool to double cross (Munro, 2016) issues of 

production and consumption since an excess in the meaning of materials occurs across both of these.  

Yet, Munro’s (2001; 2016) use of disposal as a mediator between issues of production and consumption 

is only used in the latter parts of this thesis. For me, it seems that these arguments on disposal have paid 

significantly less attention to the relationship between disposal and production, which is where this 

 
2 It has not escaped my attention that, in studies on polluting materials in the lab, Mody (2001) has shown that 

these ‘polluting’ materials can also have redeeming qualities. However, I will argue, based on my findings, that a 

key feature of disposal, in making corpse waste materials valuable involves changing the meaning of pollution 

for one of resource. Thus, I am not suggesting that pollution is entirely bad, rather my focus is on a disposal 

process that reshapes the meanings attached to waste materials. 
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thesis breaks new ground in respect to the academia surrounding disposal. That is, a core feature of my 

approach to disposal is that it is deeply entangled with notions of production as it facilitates a generation 

of value out of the waste materials of the corpse. In essence, whilst Munro’s (2001) contention that 

disposal is a means of managing excesses in meaning (in this case surplus wastes), my contribution to 

studies on disposal is to develop on this and place it more firmly into a consideration for how value is 

produced through disposal.  

To keep focus on the way that this process of disposal generates productive meanings of waste, I will 

not look into the consumption of these. This is for two reasons. Firstly, it is not a term that will help me 

to address the research questions of the project. Secondly, studying consumption would mean recruiting 

the families of the deceased, which would introduce new ethical considerations into the research, as 

well as a separate set of data to be analysed. Focusing solely on the production process of English corpse 

disposal provides the project with a clarity and focus that may be lost by attempting to cover this second 

process. Indeed, a study on the consumption of these waste materials by the bereaved could form a 

second research project in the future since this would incorporate a side of the management of this 

meaning that will not be covered in this thesis.  

The concept that unites these is ‘value’. I use this as a tool for researching the generation of productive 

meanings out of waste, which come to emphasise the uses and exchange of the material. My 

understanding of value stems from Marx’ (2013) arguments that value is reflected in the uses of an 

object, and represented in its exchange for something else. For Marx, production involves generating 

more value than was initially held, using the concept to inform his three volumes of Das Kapital. I agree 

with Marx, but do place more focus on the relationship between value and waste. Here value provides 

a tool for assessing the generation of productive meanings out of waste materials. By using the concept 

of value, I can highlight how the uses and exchangeability of these waste materials change as they pass 

through the disposal cultures of cremation and natural burial. In this way, disposal functions as a means 

of producing value. This both adds to and fills in gaps left from both Munro (2001; 2016) and 

Hetherington’s (2004) tendency to not explicitly discuss this relationship between aspects of waste 

disposal and value generation.  

 

1.4: Thesis Structure 

The thesis begins with a review of the literature on the corpse, waste, disposal, value, and the waste-

value relationship, showing the current debates in each of these fields. I draw each of these together to 

show how this project is driving forward each of these discussions. Namely, using ethnographic, 

walking, and document based research to consider how the waste materials of the corpse are valued is 

not something that has been attempted before. Through this research, I drive forward literature on the 
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corpse, waste, and the relationship between value and waste, and address this in the closing parts of the 

literature review. 

In the chapter following this review, I outline my methodology for answering the research questions 

underpinning the thesis. I show how short term ethnographies, walking interviews, and document 

analysis are all used to gather data vital for analysing how value is generated out of and attached to the 

waste materials of the corpse. In essence, the documents highlight how these waste materials should be 

managed, whilst the use of short term ethnographies and walking interviews help me to observe first 

hand how this management takes place during disposal. Through using sensory experiences as data in 

walking interviews at the burial sites, the thesis makes a contribution to current walking research in 

sensitive spaces by building on the argument that walking methodologies are effective ways of studying 

burial grounds. Overall, the chapter is a reflexive account of my experiences in the field, outlining the 

factors that shaped my data collection. Particular attention is paid to a critical examination of research 

ethics, whereby I argue that they have hindered more than helped the gathering of this data. 

The three analysis chapters chart the journey of the waste materials of the corpse as they pass through 

the corpse disposal cultures of cremation and natural burial, where new, productive meanings that 

emphasise new uses and avenues of exchange for the waste materials develop. The development of this 

is shaped by the disposal. This addresses my dissatisfaction with the current analogies of corpse 

materials as waste, which stems from their reluctance to engage with the fluidity of the concept of waste. 

Waste can mean many different things, such as being an unneeded surplus (Gidwani, 2013), anxiety 

producing, (Douglas, 2002), a sign of life (Reno, 2016), or a resource (Reno, 2015). As a way of drawing 

these together to provide a fuller account of these waste materials of the corpse, the analysis chapters 

show the variety of meanings attached to these waste materials over the course of their disposal, 

emphasising how these generate new uses and routes to exchange for the materials. As well as this, it 

also shows how value is generated from the transitioning of the meanings tied to waste, which are 

managed against a backdrop of capitalist and environmentalist discourses that work alongside each 

other. The tendency of these environmental discourses to inform a ‘reuse-recycle’ philosophy works 

alongside the drive of capitalism to produce more value (Harvey, 1999), which ultimately formulates a 

disposal system where value is generated from the management of these waste materials.  

This charting of the waste materials of the corpse in English corpse disposal is structured around the 

two research questions outlined above. This first research question is answered in chapters four and 

five, and details how value is generated out of the waste materials of the corpse. By figuring how value 

is generated in disposal, the types of waste materials that are made valuable become present. It is from 

these that I am able to demonstrate how management in the English Death Industry is undertaken in 

response to a series of different waste materials, which are used and exchanged in entirely different 
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ways from one another. This is reflected in the second research question, which is answered in chapter 

six.  

1.4.1 The Pollution of Necro-Waste 

The aim of chapter four is to outline the pollution tied to these waste materials in the disposal cultures 

of cremation and natural burial. These are important because they provide a context for considering 

how value is generated out of waste materials. I am aware that polluting materials have been shown to 

have some productivity in lab science (Mody, 2001). Yet, the findings of this thesis have informed an 

account that is more concerned with how value is generated out waste materials, rather than showing 

the redeeming features of polluting waste. From the research data, these pollutions in the death 

profession articulate polluting waste materials as containing little positive use-value (Marx, 2013). They 

are positioned as something to be overcome in these corpse disposal cultures, if value is to be generated 

out of these materials. This begins to answer the first research question underpinning the thesis because 

it outlines the context for how value is generated out of these waste materials, showing how this value 

generation simultaneously overcomes some pollution problems present in cremation and natural burial. 

1.4.2 Rendering Value out of Necro-Waste 

Chapter five introduces a concept of my own making called rendering, which is used to explain how 

value is generated out of these polluting waste materials. The central argument is that an unproductive 

meaning of pollution is rendered out of the waste material in favour of a productive meaning of resource. 

In short, rendering is a process where the use and exchange values of a waste material are emphasised. 

The negative, unproductive aspects of the waste materials present when they are raw and unprocessed 

are rendered into productive, resourceful uses that provide a platform for value generation. The chapter 

specifically highlights how rendering is achieved in three ways; through quantification, containment, 

and labour techniques. These three forms of rendering are used to address how value is generated out 

of the waste materials of the corpse during their disposal. 

1.4.3 Valuing the Remnants of Production 

Chapter six turns its attention away from the process of generating value, and instead highlights the 

types of waste material that have value attached to them. In this way, it is used to answer the second 

research question, addressing how value is attached to the waste materials of the corpse. It does this in 

two ways. First, it establishes which materials are valuable and, second, it considers what makes these 

materials valuable. To do this, I provide a taxonomy of waste materials of the corpse based on their 

management as a resource. Specifically, the taxonomy consists of:  

1. ‘Granular Necro-Waste’, which refers to the ash based remnants left over from cremation.  

2. ‘Protected Necro-Waste’ is the remains of non-viable foetuses.  

3. ‘Recyclable Necro-Waste’ is the metals from the corpse recovered after cremation, as well as the 

decomposing, organic materials of the corpse on the natural burial ground. 



18 

 

4. ‘Contravening Necro-Waste’ is specific to natural burial and explains the materials of the corpse 

that are valuable in one aspect of natural burial (memorialising the deceased) whilst contrasting 

against another philosophy of natural burial (giving back to the environment), or vice-versa. 

5. ‘Unproductive Necro-Waste’ refers to waste materials that continue to have no productive use in 

these corpse disposal cultures, and are moved into a new disposal market entirely. 

Highlighting these different types of waste reveals the types of value that are attributed to them, which 

was revealed to me through how they are managed by funeral directors, crematorium managers and 

operators, and natural burial ground operators. This provides a more nuanced answer to the second of 

these research questions, which is that the value is attached to these waste materials based on their 

classifications and management by death professionals. Value reflects moral, emotional, and economic 

uses and exchange that emerge from this management and classification. In English corpse disposal, 

value is therefore based on the uses that these waste materials have, which are diverse and differ from 

one another.  

 

1.5: Contributions 

This thesis makes substantial contributions in academia by presenting a novel research project that 

provides a sociological study concerning how value is generated out of and attached to the waste 

materials of the corpse. This is the first empirical project focused on the relationship between the waste 

materials of the corpse and value. It’s findings are therefore novel, shedding light on an area currently 

unvisited in academia. Publications exploring the value of these waste materials have only touched upon 

the value that is generated out of these and have been focused in theory, rather than empirical data 

(Krupar, 2018). It’s intriguing that this has been so limited since the relationship between waste and 

value has received substantial academic attention (Gidwani, 2013; Reno, 2012; 2015; 2017; Thompson, 

2017). This project is the first that explicitly explores the generation of value out of the waste materials 

of the corpse in English cremation and natural burial, building on other work that outline its importance 

as a topic of study (Rumble et al, 2014; Olson, 2016a). 

Findings from the project also further the discussions concerning disposal as an organising practice, 

drawing these more firmly into the realm of production, which has been neglected. This builds upon 

the claims made by both Munro (2001) and Hetherington (2004) about disposal, and shows how much 

value these arguments have for studying production in the English Death Industry. Underpinning this 

is my introduction of a new academic concept called rendering, which is used to capture the more 

intricate details that show how value is generated and attached through disposal.  

As well as this, the thesis also contributes towards methodological approaches for studying death. 

Specifically, through the use of walking methodologies in natural burial ground and using sensory 

experiences as data, I have been able to build on the current discussions into the use of walking at burial 
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grounds (Clayden et al, 2014). The literature has not yet fully addressed how walking interviews can be 

conducted in sensitive sites, such as burial grounds, particularly in the consideration of the sensory as a 

source of data. Whilst certainly not the first research project that engages with natural burial grounds or 

burial spaces in this way (see Woodthorpe, 2009; Clayden et al, 2014) this project has certainly 

presented findings that build on the way that walking methodologies can help researchers to engage 

with ‘sensitive sites’, such as those of ‘dark tourism’ (Stone & Sharpley, 2008), or broader ‘morbid 

spaces’ (Penfold-Mounce, 2016; 2018), such as sites of mass atrocity. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

The following review unpicks four bodies of literature that this project is situated in; namely, the corpse, 

waste, value, and the waste-value relationship. Through an unpacking of these fields of knowledge, I 

aim to demonstrate both the positioning and academic novelty of this project by showing how it 

develops these discussions and moves them forward. Specifically, my argument is that, whilst studies 

on the corpse as waste are present (Rumble et al, 2014; Olson, 2016a; Krupar, 2018; Kohn et al, 2019), 

these have not considered the value of these waste materials in any detail.3 The contribution of this 

project is made through both a deeper discussion on the concept of waste and its connection to value in 

relation to the disposal of the corpse.  

In the first of these four sections of the literature review, I unpack the literature concerning the corpse 

as a way of framing my approach to the corpse as material waste. The review will draw on the 

frameworks of the corpse that Olson (2014) has used to outline the importance of the corpse for 

research. These lead into a bigger discussion on the analogy of the corpse as material waste, or ‘necro-

waste’, as stated by Olson (2016a). However, my critique of Olson (2016a) is that he underplays the 

complexity of the concept of waste and, as such, the second of the four sections of the literature review 

outlines the nuance of this concept. Since the relationship between waste and value is important for 

answering the aims of this thesis, the third of the four sections details how value has been considered 

in the literature. This section discusses value in relation to commodities because these works have come 

to formulate later research on the relationship between waste and value (Gidwani, 2013; Reno, 2015). 

This leads to the fourth and final section of the review, which details how waste and value have a strong 

relationship with one another, whereby waste has been shown to be a central component to the formation 

of value.  

From this point, I draw together these discussions into a conclusion of the literature and state how this 

thesis drives these fields forward. Specifically, the review shows how I am taking this discussion 

concerning the corpse as material waste forward in two ways. First, I am building on the concept of 

waste that has been underdeveloped in these approaches. Second, I am developing this discussion 

alongside work that argues that there is a vital relationship between waste and value, which has 

previously been under-represented. In this way, the thesis moves into previously uncharted grounds, 

 
3 A brief caveat is Krupar’s (2018) work that has incorporated Waldby’s (2002) concept of ‘biovalue’ into a 

discussion of the waste materials of the corpse on the natural burial ground. However, this is incomplete because 

it does not discuss the relationship between waste and value in any detail. 
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providing the first empirical research project that explicitly explores the waste-value relationship in 

regards to the management of the waste materials of the corpse. 

 

2.1: The Corpse: An Introduction 

To approach this body of literature on the corpse, I follow Philip Olson’s (2014) methodology, whereby 

he outlines that research has tended to follow analogies for the corpse. I use this approach to frame this 

review of the literature on the corpse, placing an emphasis on four analogies relevant to this project: 

‘contaminator’, ‘medicalised’, ‘legal’, and ‘ecological’. The intention for these is to twofold. First, they 

demonstrate how frameworks placed on the corpse can be used to study it. Secondly, it provides the 

context for the analogy of the corpse as material waste, which is an important conceptual framing for 

this thesis. In this way, particular attention is paid to the work of Olson’s (2013; 2016a) notion of  

‘necro-waste’. The relevance for taking this approach to reviewing the literature on the corpse is that 

these analogies draw attention to the wider management practices governing the dead body. Since this 

management is what the project is interested in, it is relevant to explore the literature pertaining to the 

corpse in this way.  

2.1.1: Contaminator Framework 

Olson (2014) notes that public health discourses have largely underpinned the establishment and 

popular usage of embalming and cremation in the US. The corpse is one form of the body, being as 

Foltyn (1996; 2008) has noted, the body in its most polluting form. Indeed, it leaks, oozes, swells, and 

bursts beyond its limits as decomposition sets in. It’s a vessel of disease and the medical institution is 

deployed to protect the living. Decay is seen as chaos and mortuary science is the order to combat this, 

which is a dominant narrative in US death care culture (Olson, 2014).   

In the UK and wider Western death practice, these public health discourses on the corpse have arguably 

led funeral directing to become what Illich (1977) has called a ‘disabling profession’. Walter (1994) 

has suggested that this term means that funeral directing is a profession that sequestrates the dying or 

dead body from public life and alongside it the knowledge over how to care for the body. This is 

indicative of embalming and there is certainly much to be made about the links between how embalming 

reflects funeral directing as a disabling profession, whilst also constructing the corpse as a contaminator. 

For example, Hart and Timmermans (2012) have suggested that embalming is used to create a post-

mortem identity for the dead. That it is a way of restoring a sense of dignity to the otherwise ill looking 

corpse. 

Trompette and Lemonnier (2009) have explored the development and trajectory of modern UK funeral 

embalming and their work reflects this point particularly well. Embalming as a practice started around 

the 14th century, where herbs would be placed in the body of the dead to help stop the onset of 
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decomposition. The 16th – 18th century then saw an application of anatomical science to the process 

of embalming. This is where the knowledge of embalming practice came to be further sequestrated from 

public life as it was placed under the jurisdiction of medical expertise. It was during this period that 

arterial and cavity embalming was conceived; the execution of which required knowledge of the 

anatomy of the body. The methods for these techniques were often kept secret and were rarely 

communicated beyond a small, tight knit group of operators for fear that they would be stolen. It was 

only in the 19th century that chemical embalming began to be introduced. Experts worked off the back 

of the developments in arterial embalming and, coupled with research into preserving fluids, arterial 

injection embalming began to be developed. These techniques were usually reserved for those of noble 

birth; however, the pioneers of these methods saw the promise in extending their usage. Over the 

following decade, the process moved to the work of the funeral director and began to be used more 

publicly. 

Parsons (2018) extends this history to 20th century UK practice of funeral directors. He notes that care 

of the dead by the funeral director became more significant in the years following World War II. It was 

in these years that there was a growth in the popularity of embalming, which he suggests is due to the 

funeral director being given a larger role in the care of the body. Furthermore, the practice was backed 

by the National Association of Funeral Directors (NAFD), which many businesses held membership to. 

He notes how the figures for embalming increased quickly, with the practice being undertaken for 

11.9% of dead bodies in 1949, increasing to 14% in 1951. 

The point here is that, whilst embalming developed as a practice alongside discourses of public health, 

particularly enacted and developed through medical science, they largely emanate this disabling 

profession that Illich (1977) presents. If mortuary science is indeed the order to combat the chaos of the 

decomposing dead body (Olson, 2014), it clearly has a rich history of reinforcing its sequestration from 

public life, and its management into the hands of a few specific professionals (Giddens, 1991; Walter, 

1994; Elias, 2001; Hart and Timmermans in Turner, 2012).  

Yet, embalming is a specific example regarding how public health discourses have come to shape 

Western funerary practices. More widely, Lupton (2012) argues that public health discourses have 

historically been wielded in a discriminatory and coercive manner by those that manage the dead. This 

was often a reaction to the fear that diseases such as cholera could potentially wipe out entire 

communities. She argues that public health discourses are viewed as a factor in the sequestration of the 

dead body from public life. It finds its place behind the walls of the hospital (Elias, 2001), the hospice 

(Lawton, 1998); under the ground in the cemetery (Rugg, 2000), or incinerated in the cremator (Davies 

and Mates, 2016). Lupton (2012) extends this argument to suggest that the dead body is also a possible 

source of contamination towards public sensibilities. This is demonstrated by a censoring of the ‘real’ 

dead body in popular media. The example Lupton gives is of the September 11th terrorist attacks. She 
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notes that whilst the attacks got significant coverage, media sources often edited out imagery of the 

corpse and body parts. As such, this section shows how the materials of the corpse can be particularly 

problematic in regards to their pollution.  

2.1.2: Medicalised Framework 

It is nearly impossible to think about one of these frameworks in isolation from the others. In this case, 

seldom do these public health discourses operate without the corpse being presented as a medicalised 

entity. Whilst embalming, for example, is drawn attention to through the framework of the corpse as 

contaminator, it is also rooted in a medicalisation of the corpse (Troyer, 2020). Specifically, it may be 

noted from the above that embalming adapted to the authority medical science gained over the dead 

body in the 18th century (Trompette and Lemonnier, 2009). This is one example of how the corpse has 

been subjected to an increasing medicalisation since Industrialisation (Davies, 2005).  

Emphasis on the disciplinary control of the dead body by the medical sciences has led to its increasing 

surveillance (Foucault, 1991). Here, Armstrong (1987) suggests that administrative and professional 

authorities gain an increasing control over the corpse. For example, people often look towards the 

funeral director to house the corpse and then transport it to the disposal site of either the burial ground, 

or crematorium (Parsons, 1999). Furthermore, Lipton (2017) has shown how this authority over the 

corpse can also directly relate to its status as contaminator. By drawing on Ebola cases, Lipton argues 

that the burial rites of the corpse were subject to increasing amounts of bureaucratic authority. This 

further demonstrates how these conceptions of the corpse as contaminator and medicalised are 

entangled with one another. 

This medicalised conception of the corpse may also provide an insight into its donation for medical 

education. The naming of the corpse in these settings indicate its medicalisation as it becomes known 

as the cadaver, an almost entirely different conceptual being to the corpse. In this instance, the corpse 

is a medical tool which is used to train medical students in the workings of the body (Hoeyer and Olejaz, 

2019). Yet, as Quigley (1996) notes, a significant amount of corpses are turned away for donation due 

to the strict criteria that medical schools place on them. For instance, if a person was obese, previously 

autopsied, or had been mutilated upon death, then their body would most likely be rejected. Murphy’s 

(2020) doctoral research has also extensively outlined the processes that medical schools go through 

when deciding if a body can be donated. Her work draws attention to the bureaucratic processes present 

in these decisions, highlighting how a corpse might not be accepted due to the space restrictions in a 

particular medical school or even potentially due to the time of year that the corpse was to be donated. 

This further echoes Lipton’s (2017) point about bureaucratic authority being placed upon the corpse. In 

this scenario, this authority is clearly seen in the way that medical schools can accept or reject corpses. 

As such, in these cases of rejection, the corpse is no less subject to these disciplinary practices of 

administration and professionalization. It is still funeralised and its management is often left in the 
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hands of death professionals. This is something that Olson (2014) articulates further as he reformulates 

Lupton’s (2012) treatment of Foucault’s ‘medical encounter’ into one of a ‘funeral encounter’. 

"... the [funeral] encounter is a supreme example of surveillance, the [funeral director] 

investigates . . . and touches the exposed flesh [dead body], while the [survivor] acquiesces. . 

.with little knowledge why the procedures are carried out - The [survivor] is expected up his or 

her jurisdiction of the [dead] body over to the [funeral director].” (Olson, 2014: 670).4 

Within this quote, the funeralised corpse is used to draw attention to techniques of funeral directing 

which are designed to remove control of the corpse from the remit of the family and to the death 

professional instead. It shows how the medicalised corpse often sits in parallel to the corpse subjected 

to funeralised practices, with similar systems of control dictating its treatment (Foucault, 1991; Walter, 

1994; Lupton, 2012; Olson, 2014). 

In the events that the corpse is accepted into the medical school and thereby becomes the cadaver, 

Quigley (1996) emphasises the line that students often walk between the personalisation and 

depersonalisation of it. For instance, some students may take efforts to cover the face of the deceased, 

whilst others might try to imagine the cadaver during its life. This line plays a role in medical acts done 

to the corpse, such as dissection. The materials of the corpse are vital to how medical students navigate 

the cadaver with their senses. For example, after the dissection of a cadaver, some students would 

describe how the leathery feel of the skin made an act which felt anything but human somewhat 

psychologically easier; as if the person was always dead; as if they never went through death in the first 

place. However, the chemicals used to preserve the cadaver are often mentioned in medical student 

autobiographies as being particularly unpleasant. Once inside the cadaver, students could be driven to 

nightmares at the sight of the muscle and tissues, whilst others could find inspiration and wonder at the 

marvel of the organs and the tissues blotched with colours from the embalming chemicals used to 

preserve the dead body. 

The framework of the medicalised dead body may also be worked into discussions over the bioethics 

of profiteering off body donation. Champney (2016) argues that a number of for-profit body collection 

companies have been created in the United States. Whilst fees are not charged for the receiving of the 

dead body, this profit is largely drawn from a fee charged for its transport and handling. Champney 

indicates that the medical tissues of the dead body are supremely valuable, yet this does not mean that 

they should be vehicles for profit. Thus, the framework of the medicalised dead body brings the 

relationship between Capitalism and body donation into greater attention.  

 
4 Olson’s treatment of this is a refiguring of Lupton’s (2012) quote. His changes are found within the brackets of 

this quote.  
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Similarly, Hoeyer (2009) discusses the bioethics of profiteering from various medical technologies 

attached to the dead body in Denmark. Hoeyer is concerned with the potential values attached to 

prosthesis. His analysis begins as they enter the body in the hospital, however, he spends much of the 

paper discussing the path of the implant through the crematorium. He suggests that, with its being made 

of titanium, the prosthesis are potentially damaging to the cremated ash that the bereaved take away 

with them and are unsuitable to be placed in urns. However, the metals are also potentially valuable. 

They are recycled through ‘Orthometals’ (Rumble in Kohn et al, 2019) a Dutch metal company that 

comes to the crematoria to pick them up. The money generated is fed back into the crematorium and 

donated to the charities that are associated with it. Though, the vital point that Hoeyer (2009) makes is 

that care is taken by those involved to construct this generation of money to be compensation, rather 

than profit drawn from commercial trade. It is this care, Hoeyer argues, that sets the parameters for a 

different type of exchange system in this setting. This shows that the medical framework of the corpse 

does not necessarily have to be of the whole corpse. Rather, the framework can also be expanded to the 

medically constructed ‘barely human’ materials of the dead body. In essence, this section shows how 

the corpse has become just as much a funeralised object as a medicalised one, which demonstrates a 

key component of its management in the death profession. 

2.1.3: Legal Framework 

The corpse is of course subject to law, which does formulate it as something of a legal subject. For 

example, Campbell-Tiech (2002) has shown that issues, such as the ownership of the corpse, are subject 

to a complex and unclear history. However, much of the law concerning this has changed since the 

publication of their paper–particularly with the creation of the Human Tissue Act (2004)–and more 

recent discussions have provided a contemporary, legal account of this. Specifically, Conway (2016) 

provides an exhaustive account of the corpse in law, and emphasises the status of the corpse as a legal 

subject. Her work explores the wider attention that this framework draws to the limits of current UK 

death laws. Rather than protecting the rights of the dead, UK laws often reflect the social and moral 

norms around interacting with the dead. For example, criminal law emphasises the outraging of public 

decency, often placing the emotional over the physical.  

Troyer (2008) focuses on the act of necrophilia to demonstrate this relationship between the corpse and 

law further. His analysis uses US necrophilia cases to explore the legal discrepancies involving the dead 

body in both US and UK legal systems. The paper demonstrates that when the corpse is considered a 

legal entity, the true sexual monstrosity of an act like necrophilia becomes clearer. In this case, the legal 

analogy of the corpse can allow for an exploration of crimes involving the dead body. For example, 

necrophilia laws have been hard to define and are largely full of inconsistencies. Specifically, the UK 

Sexual Offences Act (2003) included the act of necrophilia within it, but emphasised that penetration 

of the corpse had to be present for the law to have been broken. Nothing was mentioned about sexual 

acts to the corpse which did not involve penetration.  
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Troyer (2008) argues that previous discussions of necrophilia often leave out the importance of the dead 

body due to focus being so often placed on the perpetrator of the crime. Yet, it is the exploration of the 

legal status of the corpse which reveal these inconsistencies in abuse of corpse law. When the legal 

status of the corpse is emphasised in these acts, two types of human bodies are found in the legal space. 

First, there is the body of the sexual deviant; the necrophiliac, whose body represents the transgression. 

Second, there is the legally ambiguous body of the corpse. The corpse cannot testify, it cannot be a 

witness, or be held in contempt of court. It is problematic because it exists outside of human law. And 

it never will be as the dead body will always be dead and cannot be pulled back to life.  

Thus, the sexual use of the corpse through the act of necrophilia symbolically transforms the dead body 

into a biological monster; the lurking beast from lands unknown. The corpse is always this potential 

monster of an unknown quantity, which the law attempts to control, but struggles to do so. Rather, an 

ineffectiveness and lack of clarity in legislation means that the corpse battles both natural and societal 

law, in turn becoming an out of control body (Troyer, 2008). Jones (2017) also further expands on this 

point to make the argument that UK legislation is ineffective at contending with the desecration of the 

corpse and that a new law must be made to ensure protection of the dead body in these acts of 

desecration. As such, when subject to a legislative framework, the corpse shows the issues pertaining 

to UK legislation in its management of the dead body, particularly in those instances of desecration.  

Contrasting Troyer’s (2008) approach, Moon (2019) has highlighted the power that human remains can 

have as evidence in legal cases. Specifically, she notes how forensic anthropological efforts are ethically 

important for determining the identities of victims of mass atrocity. The remains, she argues, are both 

historically and politically significant. In tracing the identity of who these remains belong to, they can 

help to provide the identities, number of victims, and causes of death for those that have been victims 

of mass state atrocities, such as genocide. Furthermore, and vital to this, she argues that these remains 

can also be crucial pieces of evidence in legal trials when the perpetrators of mass atrocities are to stand 

trial. In essence, these forensic anthropological efforts to determine human remains can be best summed 

in an earlier article, where Moon (2014: 59) states that “the practice of forensic humanitarianism 

sustains the claim that the dead have human rights, or at least one residual human right: the right to 

dignity.”  

The legal status of the corpse does, however, also effect human remains that border on the legal 

definition of being ‘human’. This has been emphasised by Middlemiss (2020) who has argued that there 

is a lack of clarity from UK law in reference to second trimester foetal remains. Her point is that 

classifications of foetal remains created through law mean that these are often managed as human 

tissues, with no kinship rights. This, she argues, contradicts the management of foetal remains, which 

generates a sense of personhood attached to them since they are cremated or buried. What this shows is 

that legislative issues concerning the corpse can often expand beyond the classification of ‘human’, and 
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can also apply to remains that are not yet legally classified as human. The corpse is a broader category 

than UK law believes it to be. This means that the legislative classifications of a corpse can provide an 

epistemological concern. That is, how the corpse is known and how it is reflected in law do not always 

correlate.  

2.1.4: Ecological Framework 

As I have thoroughly established in the introduction chapter of this thesis; ecological concerns are vital 

for understanding the contemporary UK death profession. The place of death alongside environmental 

discourses is reflected by Barnett (2018: 32) who contends that “Living ecologically… must also come 

to mean dying ecologically.” This statement carries some weight in contemporary Western death 

cultures as there has been a sharp increase in the innovation of green disposal techniques (Rumble et al, 

2014). For example, burial practices have become increasingly interested in the reuse of the corpse to 

generate a biodiverse landscape (Clayden et al, 2010; 2014). Furthermore, new technologies, such as 

‘alkaline hydrolysis’ are being developed in the UK to ensure that a more ecologically friendly disposal 

can be undertaken (Rumble et al, 2014). 

This analogy of the ecologically friendly corpse is found in Plumwood’s (2008) work. She suggests that 

one should challenge a human exceptionalism that has led humans to identify themselves as outside and 

above the operation of the food chain. But, she asks whether the human should be placed within it. She 

questions whether the potential of feeding other life with human tissue should be opened up because of 

this exceptionalism of standing distinct from other animals. This argument is certainly illustrated in the 

fact that, as these green disposal methods grow in popularity and environmentalism seemingly becomes 

a growing feature across Western death practice (Rugg, 2018), discourses on the nutritive powers of the 

corpse also further creep into contemporary Western death cultures. This is no bad thing. Indeed, 

according to Kelly (2012), this is a particularly desirable turn for corpse disposal methods. 

This narrative is further found in Davies and Rumble’s (2012) research. They draw on data collected 

from their study on natural burial grounds to suggest that this idea of the nutritious corpse mediates it 

carefully from being a hazardous waste material requiring immediate disposal to a gift for the planet. 

When buried naturally, the corpse becomes matter to provide life, a gift to both the planet and the future 

generations that inhabit it. The gift analogy, they suggest, lessens the status of the corpse as a 

commodity to be processed. It extends beyond these structures of capital and challenges the values 

underlying professions such as funeral directing, which have arguably been dominated by the act of 

monetary exchange.  

Krupar (2018), however, understands this ecological framework of the corpse as potentially harmful 

and draws attention to the power relations underlying green death in relation to environmental, 

consumer, and civil rights issues. She asserts that, whilst this ecological understanding of the corpse 

brings environmental benefits, it also deepens commercial and technical approaches in the disposal of 
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the dead. Krupar notes that this bioremediation of the ecological corpse repositions the dead body as 

labour. The dead body becomes a vehicle for generating value through its work in producing 

environmental legacies. For example, it may generate woods and parks, forming them into attractive 

landscapes enjoyed by the public. Krupar therefore questions whether ‘gifting’ your dead body to a 

natural burial ground is an act that extends beyond the market structures of exchange value. It arguably 

costs to gift your body to a natural burial ground. The tissues may add to the richness of the nature, 

feeding the flora, but they also generate monetary income for that specific land owner. Thus, whilst the 

ecological conception of the dead body may often be viewed as a positive, Krupar’s argument draws 

attention to the different manifestations of natural burial in the international community, noting the role 

that natural burial plays in enrichening the wider circuits of capital in the US Death Industry.  

2.1.5: Into a Framework of ‘Necro-Waste’ 

What is perhaps most important from these discussions in the literature is that the frameworks of the 

corpse rarely stand independent of one another (Engelke, 2019). They frequently interact, crossing 

boundaries with each other, combining to draw attention to the politics surrounding methods of corpse 

disposal (Olson, 2014). This is certainly reflected in a newer, material waste framework that has been 

used to explore the politics surrounding corpse disposal. Specifically, Olson (2016a) suggests that a 

waste directed study of the corpse could reveal new perspectives on the management practices in the 

US Death Industry. In Olson’s (2016a: 327) words: 

“The human corpse can be conceptualized as a threat to public health, as a sacred object, as an 

object of considerable political or metaphysical power, as an aesthetic medium, as a source of 

nutrients, as a commodity, and as form of material waste—call it “necro-waste.” Each of these 

ways of conceptualizing the corpse represents a different way of knowing the corpse, and no 

one body concept serves as the true and proper way of knowing the dead human body in all 

contexts or for all purposes.”  

This ‘necro-waste’ brings new perspectives to the production process as the usage of funeral 

technologies creates a partition between the generation of commodity and the generation of waste. For 

example, the cremation process generates the funeral commodity; the cremated remains that the 

bereaved take away to scatter. Yet, it also generates a significant amount of what may be understood as 

material waste. For instance, some cremated remains may be breathed in by the crematorium technicians 

handling them, causing long term breathing problems.  

One form of ‘necro-waste’ is the medical implant from inside of the corpse. Smith et al (2012) 

conducted a study into medical devices and cremation practices. This study was concerned with hazards 

presented from medical implants and radio therapy. For example, expandable spinal nails can explode 

when the corpse is placed into the cremator. Newer designs of these nails are now in place and should 

not explode if interred in the cremator, but the older expandable nails are still in circulation. As well as 
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this, there are also widespread concerns about the pacemaker since this will also explode if placed into 

the cremator, causing damage. The paper suggests that greater records should be kept of these implants. 

Indeed, staff are aware of the risks, but a steady line of communication should be maintained. However, 

the paper is vague on how death professionals manage these dangers, stating only that further 

monitoring should be maintained. 

Another hazard is the usage of embalming fluids in funeral homes. Olson (2016a) makes his point by 

noting how blood, once fulfilling a primary productive role in the living body, becomes waste as the 

body is embalmed. The blood is drained from the body and replaced with embalming fluid, which 

destroys the bacteria that cause the body to decay. Some of the embalming fluid may mix with the blood 

as it runs off the table and into a slop sink, eventually ending up in the waste water deposit. Yet, whilst 

this formaldehyde is used to keep the corpse preserved as a product; these fluids may also be potentially 

hazardous to those that come into contact with them. For example, the poisonous components of 

formaldehyde could taint the water that they flow into or, if handled incorrectly, could harm the health 

of embalmers. More significant, however, are the emissions generated from the crematorium. Though, 

since crematorium temperatures have been lowered to avoid mercury emissions, many of the metals 

associated with the body are left solidified after the cremation process. By Olson’s logic, these would 

technically constitute ‘necro-waste’.  

Necro-waste provides a new lens through which to explore the environmental futures of the Death 

Industry. These ideas are what inform the latter part of Olson’s (2016a) paper. Similar to the ecological 

corpse, the body can be used to feed the environment as a natural, nutritive material. Like Plumwood 

(2008), Olson (2016a) uses necro-waste to challenge and unsettle the ‘othering’ of bacteria. That is, the 

body is a site for bacteria-human relations, with the bacteria often serving useful and important 

functions within the living body. Instead of ignoring this ecological potential, the power of bacteria 

must be harnessed. After all, it is inevitable as, no matter the measure taken, a buried body will always 

become subject to bacteria and decomposition. The necro-waste, in this instance of natural burial, is 

embraced in these disposal discourses as nutritive, and reusable. Parts of it, such as the blood, are 

reconstructed as a resource. 

It’s important to remember that Olson’s (2016a) paper is focussed on the US Death Industry. This is 

significant as the US Death Industry operates differently to that of the UK. For instance, he indicates a 

growing interest in cremation in the US. However, this popularity varies depending on the state focused 

on. It is also dwarfed in comparison to the UK, where around 80% of people are cremated a year (The 

Cremation Society, 2021). Furthermore, whilst states vary in their choices of disposal, embalming and 

traditional burial is generally more popular in the US than England by a significant margin. This means 

that necro-waste could highlight different perspectives in the English Death Industry in comparison to 

the US.  
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It is therefore important to reflect on Rumble et al’s (2014) work as they further demonstrate these 

frameworks of material waste and apply them to a UK setting. They analyse environmental corpse 

disposal methods in the UK in order to understand whether the corpse will become a burden or gift to 

the planet. Essentially, their argument is that green disposal practices, such as natural burial or alkaline 

hydrolysis, have led to the dead body being reintroduced into environments inhabited by the living. 

These methods do not sequestrate the dead as they have been in the past, but rather disperse the corpse 

into these environments via an altruistic narrative; constructing them as a gift to the planet. This is 

underpinned by the sense that the materials are analogised as waste. When applied to environmental 

discourse, waste disposal is not about achieving the destruction or deletion of waste, but rather its 

relocation and transformation. In this instance the materials are the foundations for further life.  

Troyer (2016) has extended this idea of necro-waste as holding variable meanings. He explores its 

meaning beyond the funerary context and addresses notions of necro-waste in the US medico-legal 

context. He gives the example of the Albrecht case to demonstrate his point. In this case, Christopher 

Albrecht had drowned after flipping his car into a pond. An autopsy was performed and the body was 

released back to the family for the funeral. What the parents did not know, however, was that 

Christopher’s brain had been kept for further testing. The brain had become medical waste after the 

testing was complete and was disposed of as such. After reading the autopsy report, the family made a 

legal claim that the brain should have been buried with the body. They argued that they should have 

been given an opportunity to retrieve the brain and bury it with the body. Though, when the case went 

to court, it was ruled that:  

“The next of kin of a decedent upon whom an autopsy has been performed do not have a 

protected right under Ohio law in the decedent’s tissues, organs, blood, or other body parts that 

have been removed and retained by the coroner for forensic examination and testing.” (Troyer 

2016: 60).  

The brain was, for all intents and purposes, legally defined as medical waste under Ohio state law. 

This, Troyer (2016) argues, opens up the concept of necro-waste from beyond the funerary context into 

the medical one. He uses the concept to further highlight how the parts of a corpse can become waste 

as they fall away from the body and begin to lose their identity. This response shows that whilst necro-

waste is one way of knowing the corpse, there are many ways of knowing necro-waste. Troyer splits 

the concept into a set of rough categories. More specifically, he identifies necro-waste emitted through 

crematoria emissions as ‘Industrial Necro-Waste’. This stands distinct from other types of necro-waste, 

such as ‘Anxiety Producing Necro-Waste’, which may be found during the occasions that coffins 

become visible after a cemetery is flooded. What is perhaps less clear is how these variable categories 

of necro-waste might overlap with one another. Never the less, the categories do help to highlight how 

necro-waste can be found to hold different meanings in different contexts. 
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Troyer’s work therefore demonstrates that necro-waste is a broad term with many possible meanings, 

which is something that Olson (2016b) did recognise in a later reply and discussion of the concept. Yet, 

what Troyer’s (2016) reply further indicates, but underplays in my view, is that waste is a dynamic 

concept, subject to many different meanings. This is certainly reflected in the death profession. For 

example, Olson’s (2016a) point seems to be that the traditional mainstream corpse disposal methods, 

such as traditional burial and cremation, produce a harmful set of necro-waste. Yet, he also suggests 

that environmentally developed disposal methods, such as natural burial, craft the waste as something 

productive. This is a point that is backed by Rumble et al’s (2014) assertion that the waste of the dead 

body is constructed differently through death disposal methods that develop alongside contemporary 

environmental discourses. Necro-waste is therefore a broad concept, classified in so many different 

ways by Troyer (2016) because waste itself is open to many different meanings, which are not explicitly 

made clear by Olson (2016a).  

Furthermore, Olson (2016a) tends to understate what exactly is ‘necro’ about necro-waste. Specifically, 

he notes how the materials of the coffin–its concrete and metals being buried into the ground–pollute 

the environment and identifies these as a form of ‘necro’-waste. The issue with this is that these 

materials are not from the corpse, but rather are closely linked to it as the container that the dead body 

is buried in. The inclusion of coffin materials within the category of ‘necro’-waste certainly leaves a 

question over whether the materials associated with the dead body are necro-waste or rather a form of 

funerary waste. As such, Olson’s work understates both the notions of ‘necro’ and ‘waste’. This is 

particularly important for this thesis since the research questions contend with the value of these waste 

materials of the corpse. It is from this point in the discussion that the thesis aims to build on, clarifying 

the notion of waste in order to provide a more comprehensive account of how the waste materials of 

the corpse are valued in the English Death Industry. 

 

2.2: Waste: An Introduction 

Waste is a flexible term and, to use it in a research project that aims to find the value of the waste 

materials of the corpse, it must be unpacked further since it has been understated by Olson (2016a). The 

concept of waste has recently come further into a variety of academic discussions, with renewed interest 

over its conceptualisation. For instance, Gregson & Crang (2010) have argued that many accounts of 

waste have been immaterial, yet waste stands as a material phenomenon, marking a need for further 

research into its operation in society. It has since been developed more fully in anthropological work 

by Joshua Reno (2015) and science and technology studies by those such as Myra Hird (2012). As well 

as this, conceptual and empirical work has been undertaken to explore the relationship between waste 

and notions of value. Through these studies, the concept of waste has been challenged, unsettled, and 

reconceptualised into a material that can be considered as much a resource as potentially harmful (Hird, 
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2012; Giles, 2014; Alexander and Reno, 2012; Reno, 2014). However, to fully unpick these latter ideas 

of waste, attention must first be turned to Mary Douglas’ (2002) work on ‘Purity and Danger’ which 

has characterised many academic views of waste, including later accounts (Jewitt, 2011; Moore, 2012). 

2.2.1: Mary Douglas: Purity and Danger 

Douglas’ (2002) work ‘Purity and Danger’ positions ‘dirt’ as a topic of study. Dirt, Douglas clarifies, 

is never an absolute, but rather exists in the eye of the beholder. It is best thought of as a compendium 

of all things rejected from the cherished categories that work to order societies. It’s a problematic, 

existing on the fringes of one of these categories, threatening to contaminate its purity. Douglas notes 

that how dirt is conceptualised in Western European cultures is based on hygiene and aesthetics. It is 

dominated by knowledge of pathogenic organisms drawn from the sciences. In contrast, the ‘primitive’ 

notions of dirt are often drawn from spiritualism and religion. An example of the difference could be 

the washing of hands vs. rituals for warding off spirits. The similarities between Western hygiene 

practices and primitive symbolic rites, however, are compelling. This is because they both express these 

symbolic systems that classify matter into one of a series of categories. The differences between them 

are simply a matter of detail in how these symbolic systems classify dirt. 

As indicated in the name of the book, Douglas emphasises that these symbolic systems are ones of 

purity. To wash one’s hands is to purify them of the potentially dangerous pathogens of faecal matter 

or urine. This is because the symbolic ordering and classification of purity involves the rejection of 

inappropriate elements. Faecal matter would be considered as an inappropriate element, which 

challenges the purity of a category. It stands as one example of a wider suggestion that any liquid or 

material from inside the opened or leaking body would also be a source of impurity. For example, blood 

or pus dripping from the body fill one with disgust. To imagine drinking this blood or pus is particularly 

disgusting. This disgust comes from the contamination of a category as these liquids are seen to contain 

pathogens which could affect the health of the body. They may even pollute the surfaces of the items 

that they touch, such as a sofa cushion now polluted by pus that has leaked from an infected wound.  

The steps taken to halt pollution is of significance to Douglas, as a pollution behaviour. She notes that 

“Our pollution behaviour is the reaction which condemns any object or idea likely to confuse or 

contradict cherished classifications.” (Douglas, 2002: 45). Thus, ideas of pollution only make sense in 

reference to total structures of thought through which rituals of separation reinforce its boundaries. One 

example that Douglas gives is the Abominations of Leviticus, which direct one to maintain their holiness 

by rejecting sources of impurity. Though, she reflects now that her initial foray into this was largely ill 

informed and misjudged, meeting fair criticism from other scholars. The point she makes still stands, 

however. She notes how the book gives holiness a physical representation and expression in the 

wholeness of the body. A pure category. 
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Parallel to this, Douglas suggests that dietary rules develop as a metaphor for this holiness as certain 

forms of meat are seen to contaminate this purity of the holy body. The correct things to be eaten were 

drawn from three main categories, mainly based on movement and characteristics. These are: two 

legged fowls with wings, scaly fish with fins, or four legged creatures which can walk, jump, or hop. 

Unclean animals which are unsuitable to eat would be those that do not fit into one of these categories. 

An example would be a snake, which does not have legs, fins, or wings. It does not walk, hop, or jump, 

but slithers across the ground. Similarly, a two legged creature which walks would also not be suitable 

to eat. Through these rules of avoidance from animals not fitting these three categories, holiness was 

given a physical representation in every encounter with the animal kingdom. It shows how a category 

of order; the holy body; is maintained, with contamination linked to foods that could challenge the 

purity of this holiness. 

Douglas (2002) therefore presents an argument that dirt is based off the relationship it has to wider 

systems of symbolic classification, which are highly structured. This has been a foundation for 

approaches to waste (Jewitt, 2011; Moore, 2012), which are often known as ‘structural-symbolic 

accounts of waste’ (Reno, 2015: 558). In particular, both dirt and the wider notion of classification key 

to Douglas’ work have been taken forward and I will now show how Douglas’ (2002) work has come 

to influence this body of literature.  

2.2.2: Structural-Symbolic Accounts of Waste  

Waste studies drawing from Douglas’ (2002) work are many, covering the management of many 

different aspects of waste. Angel (2009) notes the difficulties in disposing of sharps5 in the UK. She 

takes a critical view of the relationship between UK and European legislation on environmental waste 

management, as well as World Health Organisation protocols on waste management. Drawing on 

interviews with nurses and waste managers in England, Angel argues that legislation and guidance often 

expand the category of hazardous waste. This is because the legislation over the incineration of clinical 

waste creates a lop-sidedness in risk thinking. This, in turn, deepens the tensions between public health 

discourses and environmental ones.6 What her argument shows for this discussion on waste is how it is 

subjected to classification based on its management. In this case, hazardous waste exists on the fringes 

of being conceived as environmental waste. Whilst both are contaminating, her argument is that the 

management of these wastes show how classifications of waste can often be problematic and 

contradictory.  

 
5 An umbrella term for ‘sharp’ medical instruments, such as scalpels. 
6 These discourses have been unpicked within the literature on the corpse. This can be seen previously in this 

chapter; specifically within the differences between the framework of the corpse as contaminator and the corpse 

as ecological. 
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Focusing on faeces, Jewitt (2011) explores spaces where the cultural norms surrounding waste intersect 

with environmental health imperatives, and the barriers that these intersections generate in excrement 

management systems in India. Jewitt places Douglas’ (2002) work on dirt at the heart of further 

understanding cultural attitudes towards faecal matter. Whilst taboos over faeces are spread throughout 

the world, they vary temporally and spatially. In India, for example, the job of managing faecal matter 

is a dirty job for sweeper and untouchable communities. Yet, other cultural systems classify the handling 

of faeces as a more tolerable act, whereby fields are fertilised with fresh faecal matter. The point is that 

taboos against faeces often stand in the way of creating better management systems for its handling 

(Jewitt, 2011). 

‘What is waste? And to whom?’ Asks Drackner (2005) who suggests that, in Peru, where his research 

was carried out, waste can be formed of any number of meanings. For some, waste was seen as a source 

of income, whilst for others it was viewed as an inconvenience. Waste can also be a social contagion, 

with the ability to pollute those nearby. The important point to note is that waste is not solely concerned 

with public health or environmental notions, but rather has deeper meanings placed upon it by varying 

cultures. Like those above, Drackner argues that the classification of waste heavily effects its 

management. If one’s pollution behaviour is understood, then countermeasures can be taken against the 

problems associated with these behaviours. It stands that understanding humans and the contexts within 

which they live may heavily benefit the success of waste management campaigns. 

These are three particular approaches to waste that can be identified as ‘structural-symbolic’ accounts 

of waste as they emphasise the problems of classification linked to the management of waste. They 

should not be thought of as the only approaches, however. Dant and Bowles (2003) have argued that 

sometimes waste is just waste. In their study of car mechanics, they argue that approaches to waste 

often overlook the practical aspects of managing waste. Their focus is away from the symbolic and 

instead is placed on the practical removal of oil. Balayannis (2020) has also stressed the importance of 

removal above classification as being fundamental for studying the management of waste. The point 

that I am making here is that positively or negatively, Douglas’ (2002) approach to dirt has formulated 

these notions of waste that have either built off of her approach or have used their rejection of it to 

provide a different commentary on waste entirely. 

2.2.3: Refiguring Waste: Discard Studies 

This structural-symbolic account of waste drawn from the work of Mary Douglas has been challenged 

in recent years (Gregson & Crang, 2010; Reno, 2015’ Reno, 2017). Reno (2015) argues that these 

accounts of waste have been emphasised in the human sciences, whereby waste is problematic due to 

its standing outside of systems of ordered symbolic classification. Reno, however, suggests that waste 

is more than a subject of human classification, but rather its material uses sustain it firmly as a resource 

independent of this. He calls collections of studies that approach waste in this way ‘Discard Studies’.  
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Reno (2014) distances his approach to waste from structural-symbolic approaches by suggesting that 

waste is not simply a mirror of human culture, but rather a set of objects that pre-date symbolic 

classification. The emphasis on waste is its material reality rather than its symbolic status. An example 

that he gives to illustrate this is animal scat. Animal scat, standing long before these symbolic 

classifications, could also be constituted as a ‘bio-semiotic’ sign. That is, it can suspend the differences 

between human and animal, standing in for a sign of life. His work echoes much of Haraway’s (2003) 

point about the conception of ‘human’ being limiting for considering the role of other life in 

contemporary social life. Scat communicates that an animal has passed by, or uses the area as a habitat. 

Thus, in this particular example, animal scat, before being threatening to some symbolic classification 

system, is perceived as a more basic sign; one of the life associated with living animals. Waste is 

therefore not something to always be shielded against and is not always necessarily dirt, but rather can 

provide many opportunities, such as the opportunity to engage in new interactions (Reno, 2014). 

This point made by Reno (2014) echoes previous work on waste, particularly Myra Hird’s (2012), which 

was credited as inspiring Philip Olson’s conception of ‘necro-waste’ (Olson, 2013). Hird’s (2012) paper 

‘Knowing Waste’ positions waste as both a material and an epistemological phenomenon, presenting an 

opportunity to unpick and acknowledge what Hird calls an ‘inhuman epistemology’. This is to say that 

waste has the potential to better explore life processes and natural economies of bacteria. What is 

certainly clear from these approaches to waste is their tendency to move beyond the human world and 

to consider (in)human life as a focal point of contemporary knowing of the world. This shows how 

works on waste have become entangled with notions of posthumanism.  

Certainly speaking to Haraway’s (1989; 1991; 2003) critiques of masculine approaches to knowledge, 

Hird’s (2012) work echoes and drives forward the discussion in feminist science studies to critique male 

ways of knowing, positioning female ways of knowing as inherently distinct from male. Whilst this is 

present across many aspects, Hird’s specific focus is on waste. She is essentially suggesting that waste 

has been approached via masculine systems of technological rationality. These are ineffective since the 

engineering and scientific management of waste containment through the landfill, brackets out or 

minuses the ‘indeterminacy’ of waste. This is because the engineering and science behind landfills 

yields a failure to determinate waste. Rather, to know waste is to render the indeterminate determinate. 

The central point is that, whilst humans attempt to make the world determinate, an incorporation of 

female ways of knowing would also emphasise how inhuman actors render the indeterminate 

determinate. Hird’s work emphasises the close relationship that humans have to inhumans in rendering 

the indeterminate determinate. In this case, using waste to propose how both human and inhuman actors 

render the unknown knowable.  
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2.2.4: The Disposal of Waste 

Thus, waste is far more than symbolically troubling, but also contains material and epistemological 

qualities that certainly show its management to be a more complicated process than Douglas (2002) 

initially outlines. Significantly, these varying understandings of waste trouble and unsettle the notion 

of disposal and what it is to dispose of waste since disposal thus far has been shown as a way of 

managing waste (Hird, 2012; Reno, 2014; 2015). Yet, wider work on disposal has shown that it is 

concerned with far more than the management of waste alone. Hetherington (2004) challenges the idea 

of disposal as purely a matter of removing waste in his paper ‘Secondhandedness: Consumption, 

disposal, and absent presence’. He argues that disposal should be thought of more broadly as being 

concerned with the ways that people manage absence in social relations. Hetherington (2004: 159) 

critiques traditional approaches to disposal (of waste), stating the following: 

“Indeed, what is often missing is a sense that disposal is a continual practice of engaging with 

making and holding things in a state of absence, any notion of return (beyond simple equations 

of return with green recycling), or any notion of understanding how something can be in a state 

of abeyance or ‘at your disposal’ and what the effects might be.”  

The point is that by treating disposal purely as a process for discarding of waste, scholars often overlook 

the important wider roles that disposal plays in organising social life. To focus on the disposal of waste 

overlooks the transient existence of the thing that is to be disposed of. Thus, Hetherington’s main 

contention for this is that disposal is not about waste; it’s about placing. The argument is rooted in those 

structural-symbolic accounts of waste, drawn from Douglas (2002) suggesting that disposal is a process 

that undertakes this classifying (Hetherington, 2004).  

Hetherington’s (2004) ideas draw the discussion above together. Specifically, he develops on Mary 

Douglas’ (2002) arguments over dirt and applies it to a broader consideration of what waste is. He  

suggests that, whilst waste can indeed be an abject horror, it can also be a resource. When it is viewed 

as a resource, it fits into disposal differently and is therefore classified differently. This is where 

Hetherington draws into discussions over the spaces of disposal and the problems they present for 

managing materials. The starting point for this is that disposal has often been linked with an idea of 

‘conduit’ (Munro, 1998). That is, the thing to be disposed of enters into the rubbish bin, which can be 

thought of as a fluid space where its meaning is arranged (Munro, 1992; 1998; 2001). However, when 

waste is reduced to something abject, these conduits can become very rigid and akin to black holes, 

where meaning goes to die. Waste, if conceptualised in this way, is seen as incapable of retribution 

(Hawkins and Muecke, 2002) and is held in a state of darkness. As such, Hetherington (2004) notes that 

the dumpster may be better understood as a doorway, where things flow through it both ways. The space 
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is seen as a fluidic portal for traffic7 to fluctuate between being absent and present. Importantly, how 

one defines waste has ramifications for how its disposal takes place. Thus, the meaning of waste is 

classified through the act of disposal. 

The discussion of disposal does not stop there, however; as Hetherington (2004) suggests that the 

disposal process also plays another vital role. Drawing back to disposal being a process of placing, he 

suggests that it is also a way that representations of value are organised. More specifically, disposal is 

undertaken in two phases where the object is moved from one place to another. There are, at times, gaps 

that emerge from this, which can be imagined as spaces where objects ‘deny their wastage’ 

(Hetherington, 2004: 170). In these spaces, the remaining value of the thing is interacted with. For 

example, things can at times be held in abeyance between the dumpster and the shelf; placed in the 

cupboard out of sight, but not out of the house. These things may have become practically useless or 

economically valueless, but they may, never the less, contain sentimental value (Hetherington, 2004). 

This was exactly the point made by Margaret Gibson (2010) in her work on managing the objects of 

the deceased. She argues that objects left after death can move through varying and often conflicting 

value attributions. An example she gives is of baby teeth, once belonging to the deceased daughter of 

one of her research participants. These teeth were in some ways abject, but were still rich in sentimental 

value, being kept within the storage space in the home of her participant. 

Representations of value often change and transform within the process of disposal. Gjødsbøl et al 

(2017) have used Hetherington’s work (2004) to think through disposal, care, and valuation within a 

dementia nursing home in Denmark. They conceive the nursing home as a conduit of disposal (Munro, 

1998) for those with dementia. Like with Gibson’s (2010) analysis of baby teeth, Gjødsbøl et al (2017) 

conceptualise the conduit of the nursing home as one of the gaps where the status of waste is denied. It 

is the space between the home and the grave. In this space, the value of life of dementia sufferers is 

organised, being drawn through the social relations caregivers have with those with dementia. The value 

of life is an outcome of the social relations that form the wider process of disposal.  

This work shows the way that disposal can be understood as a medium for generating value out of what 

might otherwise be considered as waste. The process is so pronounced that this might occur merely 

through the echo of value within conduits that were once associated with housing varying 

concentrations of waste, from the not yet waste, to the denied waste, to the absolute waste (Gjødsbøl et 

al, 2017).8 It is clear that the meaning associated with waste heavily characterises the way that the 

process of disposal is undertaken. Douglas’ (2002) framework is inescapable as what each of these 

scholars have shown is that disposal is a classification process where waste is managed. It is through 

 
7 The countless things being disposed of. 
8 My emphasis is italicised here to show how waste is classified (Douglas, 2002) in Gjødsbøl et al’s (2017) 

work. 
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value that this can be further emphasised since each of these classifications reflect a sense of value 

being attributed to the waste. In Gjødsbøl et al’s (2017) work, it is the value of life. For Gibson (2010) 

and Hetherington (2004), disposal is a way of ordering the value of materials. It is therefore relevant to 

discuss value in some detail, before moving into a deeper exploration of the literature concerning the 

waste-value relationship.  

 

2.3: Value: An introduction 

As the academic literature reveals, there are a plurality of definitions of waste, which range from it 

being conceptualised as something harmful (Angel, 2009), all the way to it being understood as a 

potential resource for the aid of the planet (Reno, 2014). Notions of value have been attached to 

understandings of waste, whereby they form a conceptual partnership. However, it is wise to begin this 

lengthy discussion at the classical approaches to value since these have come to influence the later 

conceptualisations of value undertaken in relation to the study of waste and its management. The 

classical approaches covered in this chapter were focused on value in relation to the commodity. This 

is seen in Marx’s (2013) notion of value as being generated as a quality of the object, constructed 

through labour power in the production process. It’s also viewed in Simmel’s (2004) argument that 

value is found through one’s judgement of an object. That is, it’s formulated through one’s want to 

close the distance between themselves and the object of their desire. Appadurai’s (1986) work combines 

these approaches to explore value over the social lifespan of a thing. These approaches come to 

influence later work and, as such, will be unpacked before further delving into notions of value and 

waste. 

It is also prudent to note that the conceptualisation of value is not important solely for unpacking waste 

and its disposal. Rather, the concept of value has an important place within discussions over death 

(Penfold-Mounce, 2019). A point that Bob Simpson and Rachel Douglas-Jones (2017: 10) make in their 

article ‘New Immortalities’ is that 

“It is the predominance of ‘value’ – singular, measurable, financial – that has given rise to 

academic responses that tend toward a plurality of values and nuance of experience, often 

supported by ethnographic work that demonstrates the many regimes of value arising at 

death…”  

There is empirical traction to this. Douglas and Rumble (2012), for example, have found that the natural 

burial ground is open to multiple regimes of value at once. Therefore, the concepts of both value and 

waste could be thought of as having particularly important roles to play in further understanding the 

politics of corpse disposal. Care must be taken, however, since Simpson and Douglas-Jones (2017) 

seem to emphasis the measurable value as influencing these regimes of value discussed later on. 
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Whether these regimes of value emerge from exchange values (Marx, 2013) is unclear. From Douglas 

and Rumble (2012), it appears that whilst these regimes of value are multiple, the larger concern is over 

how they are defined, far more than how they are measured. 

2.3.1: Marx’s Theory of Value 

One of the most iconic and often most starting points for theories of value (Skeggs, 2004; 2011; 2014) 

is Karl Marx’s (2013) notion drawn from his work ‘Das Kapital’. Through this, Marx attempts to 

construct an objective theory of value that can be used to dissect and critique the inner processes of 

Capitalism. Thus, it can only be made sense of as a social relation that exists within these intricacies of 

the Capitalist production process (Harvey, 1999). Marx’s (2013) argument starts at the outcome of this 

production process; the commodity. It is through the commodity that he introduces how he understands 

this guiding force of ‘value’. That is, through how the commodity is used in its yield of ‘use-value’, as 

well as how this value is expressed and represented by social actors through it’s ‘exchange value’. It 

takes both of these concepts to explore value because, whilst value is created in production, it is only 

realised through these acts of consumption (use-value), and exchange (exchange value). Value is 

therefore not one singular concept, but rather an amalgamation of different capitalist social relations. 

The use and exchange values may be understood to represent both qualitative and quantitative elements 

of value. The qualitative element is this ‘use-value’, which has been equated as the worth of something 

in relation to its achieving of a practical purpose (Brown, 2013). It is simply the sum of the relationship 

of a commodity to human wants and needs (Harvey, 1999). The use value of a crime fiction book, for 

example, is bound with its ability to be read by those with a desire to read crime fiction. However, this 

use value would only become a reality through its being read, rather than it’s potential to be read. The 

object must therefore be consumed for the use value to become realised as it is the utility of being read 

that gives the crime fiction book a use value in the first place. Indeed a ‘thing’ can be a use value without 

having value but, at the same time, nothing can be of value without first having a ‘use value’. 

It is here that Marx’s analysis draws further into the role of labour as he notes that the use value of each 

commodity also contains the useful labour undertaken to create this utility. The use value of the crime 

fiction book is inherently a combination of its matter (paper, bindings etc.), as well as the labour power 

undertaken to write the book, print the book, bind the book, and produce any illustrative art for the 

cover. This human labour power is inherently a commodity, with its use being intertwined with its 

power to produce. All labour, as Marx (2013: 26) puts it, is “…the expenditure of human labour power 

in a special form and with a definite aim and, in this, its character of concrete useful labour, it produces 

use-values.” Essentially, the use value of labour power lies in its creating further use values. 

Whilst an object has utility, it is also a ‘depository of value’ since value must also be expressed in the 

social relation between one commodity to another. For Marx, this social relation between the two 

commodities provides the simplest expression of the value of a single commodity. Exchange is therefore 
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crucial to expressing value as the value of one thing can be measured against the value of another thing. 

For Marx, this expression is bound within the exchange value of the commodity. Exchange values are 

based on the compatibility of use values that can be compared next to each other as commodities 

(Brown, 2013). The exchange value highlights the act of trade open to the crime fiction book or indeed 

the materials used to craft the book. The value of the paper compiling the book is not expressed in its 

utility; this only happens when the use has the ability to stand next to the utility of something else. For 

instance, the value of three hundred pieces of paper can be expressed when aligned with the utility of 

the crime fiction book. The value of the paper would not be able to be expressed in another set of paper; 

rather the expression of its value must stand relative (as a social relation) to another commodity. In this 

case, the value of three hundred pieces of paper stands relative to the use value of one crime fiction 

book.9 This is the expression of the value of the paper. This, for Marx, is the power of exchange in 

Capitalism; its ability to realise a value. 

If a commodity holds both of these features; a use, as well as an exchangeability, then Marx suggests 

labour power is to be seen as a commodity in itself. This is because it holds both a use value in its ability 

to create other use values, as well as an exchange value in its ability to be compared next to another 

commodity, such as the value of the labour power of three workers relative to the use value of one urn. 

But, the commodity of labour power holds a special role in Capitalist society; it is the only commodity 

that can produce a greater value than it has itself. Its use value is that it can produce more use values. 

This means that it provides a surplus of value. For Marx, labour power is what keeps the underlying 

philosophy of Capitalism (the generation of more value) moving through its ability to generate more 

value than it already has. Value for Marx is therefore rooted in the properties of the object. It stands as 

a conceptual tool for investigating the inner most oppressive processes of Capitalism. 

2.3.2: Simmel’s Theory of Value  

Whilst Marx uses the idea of value to dissect the inner most processes of capitalism, this does not 

capture the complete reality of value in the death process, as indicated by previous research (Douglas 

and Rumble, 2012). Subjective judgement can also play a role in the formulation of value within death 

practice. It’s Simmel’s (2004) work on exchange which may better capture these phenomena. For 

Simmel, value is not a property of objects as Marx suggested, but rather it is a judgement made about 

the object by other people. In Simmel’s (2004: 60) own words:   

 
9 In this example the paper is the ‘relative form’ and the crime fiction book is the ‘equivalent form’. The three 

hundred pieces of paper are having their value expressed by the crime fiction book, but the crime fiction book is 

not having its value expressed by the three hundred pieces of paper. The value of the number of pages to make 

the book can change in relation to the use of the crime fiction book. 
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“In whatever empirical or transcendental sense the difference between objects and subjects is 

conceived, value is never a ‘quality’ of the objects, but a judgement upon them which remains 

inherent in the subject.”  

Essentially, an object is valuable if its possession is desired by someone. The crime fiction book from 

earlier, for example, is only valuable if somebody desires to possess it. This contrasts Marx’s (2013) 

suggestion that the value of the book could be expressed in relation to the use value of some other 

commodity. The emphasis is instead placed on the relationship between a consumer and the cause of 

their enjoyment, or as Simmel (2004) calls it; ‘the subject – object relationship’.  

This psychological relationship is arguably what informs the framework of Simmel’s theory of value. 

There is a subjectivity in value in the sense that it exists in one’s own consciousness. However, Simmel 

goes on to suggest that subjectivity and objectivity are dependent on one another as the human being 

has an ability to know themselves like any other object. But, before one refers to themselves as ‘I’, 

before the subject distinguishes itself from the object, there is the content of a thing which stands 

independent of both. Content is not necessarily objective, but nor is it fully subjective. What content 

does, according to Simmel, is give birth to the subject and the object. First, the ideal content is presented 

through representation. This is one’s imagining of the crime fiction book; how good it could be. Yet, 

the crime fiction book is also a content of objective reality which becomes divided from one’s subjective 

imagining of it as an ideal. It exists; it’s on the shelf. It is here where Simmel argues that the distance 

between the self and its object is born, whereby each becomes a separate entity.  

These separate entities confront one another. Standing apart, the object produces an effect of enjoyment, 

which the subject uses to confront the object. The subjective aspect of desire is what mediates this 

distance between these separate entities of subject and object. This desire arises when an object is not 

immediately given for enjoyment and use. It is where an object resists one’s initial desire for it. For 

clarity, you often want what you can’t have; I want the crime fiction book, but its hardbound and I can’t 

afford it. It resists me and in Simmel’s (2004: 63) own words maintains a “distance as something not 

yet enjoyed…” 

It’s the overcoming of this distance between the subject and the object through the state of desire that 

generates a value. For clarity, a value is the object that a subject so desires that they are willing to 

overcome the distance between the object and themselves as subject. The enjoyment of the object, 

whereby this opposition between subject and object is finally overcome is what consumes the value. 

For instance, I, as subject, desire the object of the crime fiction book. I seek to overcome the distance 

between myself and it by attempting to overcome any obstacles and difficulties that stand between us. 

This closing of the distance, the seeking of overcoming the obstacles is what gives the object a value. 

The value is then consumed through the enjoyment of the crime fiction book, when our opposition as 
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entities is overcome. The value only exists so long as the subject and object stand apart. In short, an 

object is valuable if one desires to overcome their distance from it. 

The vital process that drives Simmel’s understanding of value is this closing of the symbolic distance 

between the self and object, which needs to be overcome. Closing the distance is subjectively 

understood as ‘desire’, but objectively captured as ‘value’. The way that this distance is overcome is 

through economic activity; specifically the act of exchange. Essentially, a value must first be offered 

for another value to be acquired. When an object is exchanged, it gains a practical realisation and 

measure of its value through the corresponding object.  

What Simmel hints at here is the significance of sacrifice for generating a value. To persuade a shop 

keeper to give up something that they own and I want, I first have to give up something that I own and 

they want. For example, I have a 20 pound note that I was enjoying; it’s a twenty pound note that the 

shopkeeper also wants. I want the crime fiction book that they own. I have to sacrifice my twenty pound 

note in order to close the distance between myself and the object of my desire. This overcomes the 

distance between subject and object.  

It is in the moments that such objects are produced for the specific purpose of exchange that a pure 

economic objectivity is born. The appearance of value emerges through the demand for the object of 

exchange. This exchange is where the purely subjective value significance of an object is overcome. 

The object is detached from any subjective relationship to the subject and enters into a reciprocal 

objective relation with another object of similarity as it was produced for the purpose of being 

exchanged. The purpose of this exchange process that supports this relationship between two 

corresponding objects is that a greater quantity and intensity of values is received. Simmel suggests that 

this multiplication of values would not be possible without exchange transactions.  

This entire point about value is best left summarised in Simmel’s (2004: 76) own words: 

“…we invest economic objects with a quantity of value as if it were an inherent quality, and 

then hand them over to the process of exchange, to a mechanism determined by those quantities, 

to an impersonal confrontation between values, from which they return multiplied and more 

enjoyable to the final purpose, which was also their point of origin: subjective experience. This 

is the basis and source of that valuation which finds its expression in economic life and whose 

consequences represent the meaning of money.”  

2.3.3: Appadurai: The Social Life of Things 

It is through the work of Appadurai (1986) on the social life of things that these two contrasting notions 

of value are brought together. Appadurai’s work suggests that both Marx (2013) and Simmel’s (2004) 

theories of value converge and can complement one another. His argument on value brings together 
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some of Marx’s ideas on the politics underlying value, as well as Simmel’s wider work on the exchange 

of sacrifices. Appadurai (1986) is essentially attempting to propose a new perspective on the circulation 

of commodities in social life. He is focussing on how ‘things’ are exchanged and “…the conditions 

under which economic objects circulate in different regimes of value in space and time.” (Appadurai, 

1986: 11). For Appadurai, value is constructed through both material forces, as well as wider temporal, 

social, and cultural factors.   

He argues that a thing has a social life, whereby it moves through different states. The thing is only a 

commodity during a specific moment of this broader social life. This moment is called the ‘commodity 

situation’, where “…its exchangeability for some other thing is its socially relevant feature.” (ibid, 

1986: 13). In short, a commodity is any thing which is intended for exchange. For example, the crime 

fiction book is only a commodity when it is in its commodity situation and intended for exchange. The 

commodity is therefore distinguishable from other descriptions of a thing, such as product, good, or 

object by its propensity to be exchanged for something else. The role of culture in terms of 

distinguishing this exchangeability is vital to Appadurai’s argument on the social life of things. He uses 

the term ‘regimes of value’ to capture the cultural frameworks that make a thing exchangeable in the 

first place, allowing it to enter into its ‘commodity candidacy’. This is to say that not every exchange of 

commodity is based on cultural sharing of certain assumptions; rules and practices by groups 

exchanging the commodity. Rather, it recognises that this cultural sharing is variable from commodity 

to commodity.  

Appadurai notes how things often move in and out of economic life and uses the term ‘tournaments of 

value’ to discuss this more thoroughly. These are specific events that are removed from economic life; 

they are moments of inclusion or divergence. The thing to note here is the significance of ‘divergence’. 

Diversion is used to show that there is, at times, a shift in the path of a thing’s journey towards 

commoditization. This is where a thing might be removed from this path of the commodity or, indeed, 

where the potential commoditization is intensified. An example that Appadurai provides is ‘found art’, 

where an everyday commodity is aestheticized. In this case, the thing has been placed in an unlikely 

context, such as a brick from Jeffery Dahmer’s apartment placed in a murderabilia market. This is 

commoditized through diversion and its value is intensified further than it previously could have been 

as it becomes attractive to collectors. Diversion is recognition that paths to commoditization can often 

stray. Sometimes those things that do not seem to be likely commodities may become just that, as they 

stray from their paths. 

The final piece which ties Appadurai’s argument together is his emphasis on the politics that underlie 

value. Politics are relations, assumptions, and contests pertaining to power; and is what links value and 

exchange in the social life of a commodity. This politics is where agreements are made over what the 

reasonable exchange of sacrifices are (Appadurai, 1986; Simmel, 2004). It is what decides what is 
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desirable and thus exchangeable in the first place. However, commodities frequently spill beyond the 

boundaries of specific cultures. Thus, a political control of demand is always at risk of being disturbed. 

There are a number of politics concerning value; authenticity, diversion, and display, to name a few. 

The relations between these are what account for changes in demand. They are the link between flows 

of commodities and regimes of value. 

 

2.4: The Relationship between Waste and Value 

Whilst these theories have been ground-breaking in their own right, they do not account for the full 

story of value being told in this thesis. After all, the research questions of this thesis aim to unpick the 

values that are generated out of and attached to the waste materials of the corpse. Therefore, an 

unpacking of the scholarship around the relationship between waste and value must be undertaken. I 

have shown how Appadurai (1986) suggests that the commodity is one phase of a thing’s existence. 

However, adding waste into this discussion challenges this standpoint. Within his work on the social 

life of a thing, Appadurai seems to hint that this thing will eventually reach the end of its life, whereby 

it enters into the dumpster. That is, when a thing is thrown away and becomes waste, its exchange value 

becomes zero, which means it ceases to be a commodity. Its socially relevant feature is no longer its 

exchangeability. This is because once something is thrown away, people are hesitant about it being 

reintroduced into the realms of social exchange. It’s banished from the market economy.  

Giles (2014), however, grapples with the idea that this commodity phase is the only moment that a thing 

is valuable. Why would the moment that a commodity becomes waste mean that it loses its value? As 

such, he reworks Appadurai’s argument to incorporate the waste phase of a thing’s life. Whilst 

Appadurai’s (1986) work on value emphasises what is kept, Giles (2014) argues that the value of a 

‘thing’ is not determined by what is kept, but instead by what is thrown away. Giles’ paper reflects on 

ethnographic data from dumpster diving, which he draws on to argue that, whilst waste may be excluded 

from the realms of social exchange, it is still a part of the commodity chain. Just because something is 

thrown away does not mean that its use value disappears. Rather, it is inscribed with a ‘shadow 

commodification’ as a thing that becomes an ex-commodity in a market full of exchange values. 

Throwing an avocado away, for example, does not mean that its nutritional value disappears. It could 

still be eaten at no meaningful consequence to the market. But, he notes that this creates a problem for 

capitalism;. For, why would one buy a new avocado when they could just eat the avocado that was 

thrown in the dumpster? Largely, the status of the space of the dumpster as threatening stops this 

problem. People do not usually choose to eat from a dumpster as it is seen as dirty and uncouth. Giles 

instead argues that waste is echoed in the pricing structure of the commodity. It keeps prices up. It is a 

part of supply and demand, but excluded from circulation. It is ‘almost-capital’, an ‘uncommodity’.  
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Yet, this ‘uncommodity’ could be reintroduced into the market through a yard-sale or a website like 

eBay. They enter into a non-market circulation, which runs parallel to the market economy. The thing 

is once again exchanged, which poses a threat to market structures of ‘exchange value’. As a result, the 

once waste item has become a ‘counter-commodity’. This thing then emits an ‘abject-capital’ as it is 

exchanged in parallel systems of exchange value. What this represents is a rebirthing of value from its 

supposed ‘ending’ in the dumpster. Giles’ key point is that waste ensures that capital stays in motion. 

It plays a vital role in market structures and the operationalising of value, making it difficult to theorise 

value without also considering its relationship to waste. 

These discussions on the relationship between waste and value often echo the influential work of 

Michael Thompson’s (2017) ‘Rubbish Theory’. Thompson argues that ‘rubbish’ is central to the 

formation of value. That is, it is the zero degree of value, standing as something either invisible, or as 

something that one conspires not to see. However, to understand what Thompson means by this, his 

conceptualising of value must be first drawn upon. For Thompson, value is not a particular quality of 

an object like it is for Marx (2013), nor is it a subjective judgement of a thing as it is for Simmel (2004). 

Rather, value is argued to be an effect. It is a process; a movement; a cycle which is effected by the 

circulation of objects (Thompson, 2017).  

Rubbish comes to be one category of what are three different categories that can be applied to objects 

more widely. These are ‘Transient Value’, whereby a thing is in a state of decreasing value, such as a 

carton of milk left out in the sun. The second is ‘Durable Value’, where an object exists in an exceptional 

state, which leads to it maintaining a permanent and increasing value. An example may be a classic car, 

or an antique vase. The third is ‘rubbish’, the zero degree sum of value. Thompson’s point is that the 

system of value cycles through these different categories. Rubbish provides the middle point for an 

object to fluctuate through transient value to durable value, aiding an object to increase in value (ibid, 

2017). 

Both Giles’ (2014) and Thompson’s (2017) work set out the significance that waste has for the 

theorising of value. This relationship has been further explored in wider literature. For example, 

Gidwani (2013) shows how waste can be vital to theorising how value moves through Capitalism. He 

specifically argues that waste challenges the capitalist dialectic, which has been traditionally understood 

as ‘Money – Commodity – Money’ (M-C-M). In this traditional dialectic, money enters into the 

production system, a commodity is produced, and then more money is acquired from the sale of that 

commodity. Yet, Gidwani understands this dialectic to operate differently. Instead, it should be 

considered as ‘Waste – Money – Commodity – Money – Waste’ (W-M-C-M-W). In Gidwani’s 

alternative dialectic, nature is untapped potential which enters into commodity production. This results 

in the generation of new forms of waste as it is enrolled in the capitalist circuit, manoeuvres through 

production, and is then consumed.  Waste itself comes to form the generation of value. This in turn has 
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important implications on the Marxist ideas of value which do not consider waste within the process to 

such an extent as it shows that the capitalist system has extra layers than otherwise considered. 

Hawkins and Muecke (2002) also note that waste has a complicated relationship to the very formulation 

of economic value. In an era of economic rationalism, waste is only made important when it can be 

made profitable. However, they suggest that waste serves a more important function than this. Rather 

than being solely economic, it opens the door to cultural factors within Late Capitalism. They suggest 

that there’s a ‘cultural economy of waste’, where waste is constantly transacted between both the 

economy and the wider culture of the system of capitalism in which it is found. To take this further, 

they suggest that changing relations to waste through the development of capitalism have also shown 

changing relations to the self. In this sense, their work feeds into wider literature around how the self 

can be conceptualised through mapping wider developments in capitalism and respective changes in 

cultural superstructures (Jameson, 1991; King, 2006). For Hawkins and Muecke (2002), this is 

grounded in the changing styles of garbage elimination and the growth of recycling. Through mapping 

and exploring these, scholars may also be able to study the wider aesthetic and ethical criteria’s that 

shape human actions, rules, and conduct (Gregson et al, 2015a; Zacho et al, 2018). This shows the 

epistemological place that waste has in formulating value in economic and cultural modes of a 

capitalism system. 

The relationship between value and waste can also, rather importantly for this project, be shown in the 

valuing of bio-waste in the medical setting. Hoeyer (2009) draws on an analysis of hip implants and, in 

particular, the donation of the femoral head required for these to take place. This bone is useless for a 

healthy person, but can help to formulate an implant for somebody that requires a new hip. Hoeyer 

argues that people’s tendency to think of the bone as useless to them was one of the key motivators for 

the donation. As such, he argues that the status of the femoral head as waste was what made it valuable 

through the process of donation.  

Broader to the study of this relationship between waste and value, Reno’s (2017) work on ‘Wastes and 

Values’ clarifies a distinction in the way that both waste and value should be conceptualised, which 

effects how they inter-relate. First, Reno conceptualises waste as the result of expenditures that both 

human and inhuman actors depend on to live. Yet, he concedes to the symbolic as he notes how waste 

also results from contested human decisions over what is worthless or abject. Second, he understands 

value as a meaningful ideal to live by, whereby it stands as the meaning of any living thing’s existence. 

How the two relate is where Reno’s argument picks up traction. He suggests that the value attached to 

the waste depends on how the waste is understood. Going back to earlier in this chapter, Reno’s (2015) 

earlier work argued that scholars should look beyond human classifications when defining waste. These 

ideas of waste tied up with Douglas’ (2002) notion of ‘dirt’ position it as something symbolically 

harmful and unwanted. In this instance, waste would contain a negative value, which is based on the 
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cost of eliminating that waste, rather than what the materials are worth. For example, fats from 

liposuction operations would be negatively valued, costing the expense it takes to eliminate them from 

public life. 

Waste could, on the other hand, be conceptualised as a condition of existence, whereby it is something 

expended or lost as part of the process of living. Through this definition, it may hold a wider relationship 

to value; yet this depends on how value is understood. Reno (2017) emphasises that this relationship 

would be strongest if value was intertwined with the purpose of living beings to survive and grow. In 

this instance, waste would be valued in the sense that it is a potential resource which can be used to aid 

this survival and growth of life. Reno’s work draws into a critique of approaches to waste that herald 

the ‘dirt’ narrative as he argues that waste management techniques drawn through the structural-

symbolic approaches to waste have consequences on the ability of natural systems of life to survive, let 

alone grow.  

This relationship between waste and value has been reflected in EU practices and policies, 

operationalised in what has been known as the ‘circular economy’ (Lieder & Rashid, 2016;  

Geissdoerfer et al, 2017). As Korhonen et al (2018) outline, the circular economy is a concept promoted 

by the EU, international business, and governments across the world. Yet, as its definition is developed 

purely by practitioners, its conceptualisation is remarkably disorganised in research communities. For 

Korhonen et al (2018: 42), the circular economy is formed of three components: 

“…sustainable development, the environmental objective of CE is to reduce the production-

consumption system virgin material and energy inputs and waste and emissions outputs 

(physical throughput) by application of material cycles and renewables-based energy cascades. 

s. The economic objective of CE is to reduce the economic production-consumption system's 

raw material and energy costs, waste management and emissions control costs, risks from 

(environmental) legislation/taxation and public image as well as to innovate new product 

designs and market opportunities for businesses. The social objective is the sharing economy, 

increased employment, participative democratic decision-making and more efficient use of the 

existing physical material capacity through a cooperative and community user (user groups 

using the value, service and function) as opposed to a consumer (individuals consuming 

physical products) culture.” 

To me, their definition is still inaccessible and unclear. For the sake of simplicity, the circular economy 

is concerned with reducing the amount of materials put into the creation of energy. From this, less waste 

material will be generated. This means that value losses for businesses will be minimised and, 

importantly for this thesis, where wastes are generated, they will be valorised in new markets. The idea 

underpinning this is that, with a minimisation and valorisation of remaining wastes, there is a ‘social 
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win’ in a growing sense of community and creation of new jobs, as well as an ‘economic win’ with the 

lowering of raw material costs and a regeneration of value in waste materials. 

Gregson et al (2015a) have argued that the circular economy is more often celebrated than critically 

interrogated. Their concern over the concept is that its implementation is fragile, with resource recovery 

in global recycling efforts being viewed as something dirty and bordering on illegal. Rather than 

resource recovery from wastes happening in these global recycling networks, EU circular economies 

occur within the EU, something that will be particularly turbulent for the UK in the years following 

Brexit (Cowell et al, 2020). Important to Gregson et al’s (2015a) argument, however, is that resource 

recovery from wastes in circular economies are framed by particular moral economies. These come 

from discourses of ecological modernization, environmental justice, and resource (in)security. In 

particular what these points about the circular economy show is how relationships between waste and 

value are not solely academic pursuits in discard studies. But rather, the resource recovery and 

valorisation of waste materials that formulate these circular economies have been implemented in EU 

policy, which is certainly reflected in the English Death Industry (Rumble in Kohn et al, 2019).  

 

Conclusion: Towards a Value of Necro-Waste 

Thus, it has been established in the literature that a waste framework of the corpse could draw attention 

to a variety of underexplored management practices in the English Death Industry (Rumble et al, 2014; 

Olson, 2016a; Troyer, 2016; Robins, 2017; Krupar, 2018; Kohn et al, 2019). However, whilst the idea 

is a good one, the work on necro-waste often overlooks the highly complex status that waste can take 

on. Olson (2016a), for example, incorporates many different takes of waste in his article ‘Knowing 

“necro-waste”’, but a deeper visitation of the literature on waste reveals the many different frameworks 

relevant to its study. This is a problem carried throughout the literature on necro-waste. Troyer (2016) 

does a good job in distinguishing the many contexts that necro-waste can be found in, but does not face 

the concept of waste head on. As a result, the reply overlooks the complex status of waste in each of 

these settings. Specifically, the various categories of waste imply the question: On which basis are we 

defining waste? For example, the ‘Anxiety Producing Necro-Waste’ category implies that the waste has 

more of an epistemological nature if known through films such as ‘Soylent Green’. Yet, it can also have 

a material one when necro-waste produces anxiety in instances where blood, body parts, and bone 

fragments of the dead body find their way into public life.  

When the literature on waste is unpicked, its relationship to value is clearly shown. This has been 

investigated across multiple settings, from medical (Brown, 2013), to matters involving animal scat 

(Reno, 2014). Yet, this waste-value relationship clearly has relevance to this literature on necro-waste. 

Wider literature on waste and value (Giles, 2014; Reno, 2017; Thompson, 2017) show the tremendous 

relationship each play to one another, as well as the potential analytical value that they have for 
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exploring the management practices present in the disposal cultures of cremation and natural burial. 

Taken together, this literature review has shown that assessing notions of value alongside the conceptual 

methodology of necro-waste is a fresh and relevant approach for providing new perspectives on the 

inner workings of English corpse disposal. In this way, the project is developing on the literature on the 

corpse, waste, and value; and drawing the current debates forward. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

Introduction 

In chapter one of this thesis, I outlined the two research questions that will address the aim of the project, 

which is to assess how the waste materials of the corpse are managed in the corpse disposal cultures of 

cremation and natural burial. As a recap, these two questions are: 

1. How is value generated out of the waste materials of the corpse? 

2. What value is attached to the waste materials of the corpse? 

These research questions were answered through the gathering of data from three qualitative methods: 

document analysis, short term ethnography, and walking interview. The aims of this chapter are to 

outline the factors that shaped the data gathering in this project, as well as to detail how each of the 

forms of data gathered are appropriate for addressing the research questions. I undertake this in a 

reflexive manner, providing an account of my experience in collecting this data. The chapter is written 

in this way to reflect the methodologies used, which involved immersing myself in the corpse disposal 

cultures of cremation and natural burial. Approaching this chapter in a reflexive manner draws forward 

consideration over how my own positionality as researcher shaped my data gathering (Berger, 2015).  

I begin by discussing the document analysis of UK legislative documents, and advisory documents from 

both government and industry advisory bodies. These are important because the legal codes inform how 

death professionals in England must manage the waste materials of the corpse, whilst the advisory 

documents primarily dictate the best practices that should be used by death professionals when 

managing the corpse. In essence, each of these sets of documents outline the basis for the management 

of these materials of the corpse. This analysis of the documents was undertaken at the start of the 

fieldwork, which is why it is contended with in the beginning of this chapter. The reason for this was 

because the documents helped to provide a knowledge of the death profession, as well as the contact 

details of the human participants that would come to form the sample. This was used as a platform for 

participant recruitment, which I outline following this.  

The methodology then diverged as I used different data collection methods to study cremation and 

natural burial. I used short term ethnographies (Pink & Morgan, 2013) at three crematoria and a funeral 

directors’ premises. Through this particularly intense form of data gathering, I gathered audio data, 

thick description, and pictures, and discuss how this data collection was shaped by what I call 

methodological flashpoints. These were moments of activity that indented long periods of waiting 

during these short term ethnographies. The moments of activity were where I gathered audio data and 
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pictures, whilst the field notes that would form the thick description were collected in the periods of 

waiting. 

I used walking interviews (O’Neill, 2014) with four natural burial ground operators, two of whom were 

also funeral directors. Through these interviews I collected audio data and thick description. I discuss 

how the data collection in these walking interviews was shaped by my conducting of short term 

ethnographies at crematoria during this period. Specifically, I collected extensive amounts of thick 

description from these walking interviews, which complemented the audio data gathered. The reason 

for this was because my experience of conducting short term ethnographies left me able to see the value 

of thick description as a means for capturing the management of the materials that was not covered in 

the audio recordings. This primarily concerned documenting how the natural burial ground felt through 

the senses of both myself and the participants, which spoke to how pollutions of the waste materials 

were perceived and overcome. I outline how this offers a contribution to the conducting of walking 

methods in death and dying research as the data I have gathered is novel in the sense that it documents 

the feelings and senses of the natural burial ground and the waste materials buried on it. 

Due to the immersion of these methods, there were ethical considerations present and I show how the 

data collection was shaped by two ethical notions, with each being rooted in understandings of 

protection. The first concerns the protection of the participant. I did not think critically about the content 

forming the ethical guidelines, and purely followed the ideal typical (Weber, 1978) concepts of 

anonymity and confidentiality. These do not consider the participant’s circumstances, such as reading 

level and comprehension of the value of their anonymity. My blind following of these concepts also led 

to less consideration over how these might affect potential participants. I found that by reflecting these 

guidelines in my interactions with participants, the rapport that I had spent time building between us 

would diminish, further placing me into the role of researcher and further from the world of the death 

professional. Attention is then turned to protection for myself and how ineffective the ethical guidance 

has been for achieving this. This affected a key component of ethnography, which is the reinterpretation 

of data. The difficult emotional nature of some things experienced, particularly in the crematorium, 

made it difficult to revisit some elements of thick description. There was no aid from my ethics form 

on how to handle this. Instead, this was overcome by working outside of the established university 

guidelines and forming a cross-disciplinary group for discussing sensitive research with fellow PhD 

researchers at the University of York. I show how this shaped my reinterpretation of the data gathered. 

 

3.1 Document Analysis 

The fieldwork for this project started with the analysis of documents. These comprised of both UK legal 

documents and broader government and industry advice that is used by funeral directors, crematoria, 

and natural burial ground operators in England. Beginning with the documents helped me to become 
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informed about the England Death Industry. They did this in few ways. Firstly, these documents 

directed me towards the people that are working in the English Death Industry. They provided me with 

a sample of human participants that formed the sample used in the study. Each of these participants is 

a member of one of the advisory bodies and their contact details were listed by these bodies and made 

available to the public.  

Secondly, since each research participant is a member of one of the advisory bodies and are bound by 

the codes of conduct outlined by these, the documents provided me with a knowledge of the codes and 

practices that the sample of death professionals use to manage the waste materials of the corpse. This 

is important because the way that I understand value to be generated from these waste materials is 

through its management by those handling it during its disposal. With these codes directly informing 

this, they provide a vital source of data.  

Thirdly, the analysis of documents helped to facilitate the use of short term ethnographies and walking 

interviews. This reflected Bowen’s (2009) point about documents being particularly valuable sources 

of data when combined with other qualitative methods. The document analysis provided me with more 

specific details that came to inform some of the questions asked in the interviews and short term 

ethnographies conducted later in the fieldwork. A specific example of this came from my noting that 

the Association of Natural Burial Grounds only allow the burial of the embalmed corpse on natural 

burial grounds in special circumstances, such as repatriation. This came to formulate a question about 

whether embalmed bodies had been buried on the ground, which was asked to each natural burial ground 

operator interviewed. 

3.1.1 Legal Documents 

The document analysis was comprised of two categories of document. The first of these was the legal 

acts, which are formed of UK and EU legislation. This comes to inform the parameters within which 

death professionals must operate. An example of this is the legislative target to reduce crematoria 

emissions by 50% across the UK. This initiative means that each crematorium manager must show that 

they are filtering 50% of the number of cremations their crematorium undertakes each year. Failure to 

do this results in a fine. Each of these laws must be followed and therefore influence the way that the 

waste materials of the corpse are managed in these corpse disposal cultures. A list of the legal 

documents analysed and used can be seen in the table below: 

Burial Ground Act (1816) 
The Burial Act (1852) 

The Burial Act (1853) 

The Burial Act (1855) 

The Burial Act (1857) 

Burial Laws Amendment Act (1880) 

Burial and Cremation Act (2016) 

The Control of Mercury Enforcement Regulations (2017) 
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The Control of Mercury (Amendment) (EU Exit) Regulations (2019) 

The Cremation Act (1902) 
The Cremation Act (1952) 

The Cremation (England and Wales) (Amendments) (2008) 
The Cremation (England and Wales) (Regulations) (2008) 
The Cremation Regulations (1952) 

The Cremation Regulations (1965) 

The Cremation Regulations (1979) 

Environmental Protection, England and Wales: Hazardous Waste Regulations (2005) 

Environmental Permitting (England and Wales) Regulations (2016) 

The Human Tissue Act (2004) 
Parish Councils and Burial Authorities (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act (1970) 

Public Health (Control of Disease) Act (1984) 

 

Fig 1: Table of Legal Documents Used 

I gathered these legal documents through two document gathering sources. I found that the one that I 

used the most was linked to the UK Parliament website10, which has made each of the pieces of UK 

legislation available for download by members of the public. Though, whilst this was effective in 

providing me with a list of UK legislative acts, it was limited. It only contained the legal documents 

relating to the UK. This is problematic because EU laws, as well as UK laws, have informed English 

corpse disposal practices. Furthermore, it was useful to draw on how other nations conducted corpse 

disposal practices such as embalming to contrast with UK embalming practices, particularly in relation 

to the make-up of the chemicals used. This helped me to discuss the different types of embalming that 

natural burial ground operators confront when dealing with an embalmed corpse since many of these 

are corpses that have been repatriated from another nation and were legally required to be embalmed as 

a result. Being able to use these documents to draw out the chemicals that formed these embalming 

solutions helped me to consider the different types of pollution present in these waste materials, which 

heavily features in chapter four.  

Another substantial difficulty that this website provided for selecting documents correlated to whether 

the law was still in force and therefore still directly influencing the management of the waste materials 

of the corpse. This is not easily discernible from the search interface. Many laws have been repealed in 

favour of a newer amendment to another act, which sometimes had no logical relationship to the original 

act. For instance, the Cremation Act (1952) is formed of five sections. Some of these are still in force, 

whilst others are not, being replaced by newer legal codes in a variety of entirely different legal acts. 

This replacement is not always contained in the cremation amendments, but rather could be a small part 

of an extensive piece of legislation concerning air pollution or waste management. The Cremation Act 

(1952) is an act that has been partially repealed and so not every aspect of it informs the culture of 

 
10 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/  

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/
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English cremation today. Only some aspects still do. The parliament website would not highlight this 

to me very clearly, which is where other document searching programmes came in to help. 

The most useful of these was the search tool ‘WestLaw’, to which the University of York subscribes. 

This was particularly valuable for the data collection process as I could use it to search for a specific 

act. It would break the act down component by component, clearly listing which parts of the act are still 

in force and which parts have since been repealed by subsequent amendments or new acts. From this, I 

could search each act independently and WestLaw would highlight it as being a part of one of three 

categories: either still in force, partially repealed, or fully repealed. Based on this, when I downloaded 

each document to my university computer, I saved them into one of three files that correlated with this; 

‘In force’, ‘P Repealed’, ‘Repealed’. This helped me to keep order on the hundreds of legal documents 

downloaded, something that the programme is known for when used by students and researchers (Zick, 

1979). Only two of these folders would provide particularly useful data for me. This was the in force 

set and partially repealed set because these still set out the parameters that corpse disposal is organised 

around. My use for the legal documents that had since been repealed was that they helped to provide 

context for how value generation and attachment in corpse disposal cultures has changed. This was 

specifically the case in the post-war period when cremation became popular, and since the 1990s when 

natural burial emerged as a coherent corpse disposal movement (Davies, 2005). Whilst these acts that 

had been repealed are not directly used in the analysis, they still have a role in providing me, the 

researcher, with a wealth of knowledge about the context of the profession that I am studying. 

3.1.2 Government and Industry Advice 

The document analysis was also compiled of a second set of documents which I call ‘advisory 

documents’. These came from the government or the industry more widely. Their key distinction is that 

whilst legal codes must be followed, the advice is often more indicative of how death professionals 

should operate. The caveat to this, however, is that members of one of these advisory bodies must at 

least follow the code of conduct to meet the criteria for membership. In this way, each of the human 

participants were bound by these documents in some manner. For example, for a crematorium to be a 

member of the Federation of Burial and Cremation Authorities, they must adhere to their code of 

conduct. Yet, the advice outside of these codes of conduct is just that; advice. Its value is that it is able 

to cover more specific areas that are often overlooked by general legal codes, dealing with the question 

of ‘how’, rather than ‘what’. A few examples are how funeral directors are expected to support the 

bereaved and maintain dignity of the corpse; how crematorium staff are able to navigate foetal remains; 

and how natural burial ground operators can maintain the biodiversity of the ground. Essentially, if legal 

codes detail what must be incorporated into the operation of cremation and natural burial, then the 

advisory codes are the guidance that helps death professionals maintain best practice by telling them 

how to enact these, as well as drawing attention to wider practices overlooked by legislation. A list of 

the documents analysed and used can be found in the table below:  
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Association of Natural Burial Grounds Code of Conduct (2010) 

Association of Natural Burial Grounds Code of Conduct (2013) 

Cremation Society Holding Over: Developed Guidelines from Stakeholder Organisations (2011) 

Department for Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs Mercury Emissions from Crematoria – Second 

Consultation (2004) 

Department for Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs Statutory Guidance for Crematoria (2012) 

Department for Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs A Consultation on the Proposed Control of 

Mercury (Enforcement) Regulations (2017) 

Federation of Burial and Cremation Authorities Code of Conduct (2016) 

Federation of Burial and Cremation Authorities Reclamation of Metals (2004) 

Federation of Burial and Cremation Authorities Guide to Cremations and Crematoria (2016) 

Federation of Burial and Cremation Authorities Code of Conduct (2019) 

Federation of Burial and Cremation Authorities + Institute of Cemetery and Cremation Management 

Joint Policy Statement on Infant Cremation (No Date) 

Health and Safety Executive Managing infection risks when handling the deceased: Guidance for the 

mortuary, post-mortem room and funeral premises, and during exhumation (2018) 

Health and Safety Executive Embalming with Formaldehyde Solutions (Formalin) (2003) 

Institute of Cemetery and Crematorium Management ICCM Codes of Conduct and Practice: 

Professional Members (2010) 

Institute of Cemetery and Crematorium Management Upgrade Crematorium Management Unit to 

Include Baby and Infant Cremations (2014) 

Institute of Cemetery and Crematorium Management Recycling of Metals Recovered from 

Cremation: Information Pack (No Date) 

Institute of Cemetery and Cremation Management The Sensitive Disposal of Foetal Remains (2004) 

Institute of Cemetery and Crematorium Management Security, Control and Transparency in the 

Recycling of Precious Metals Recovered following Cremation (No Date)  

Ministry of Justice Natural Burial Grounds Guidance for Operators (2009) 

Ministry of Justice Consultation on Cremation Following Recent Inquiries into Infant Cremations 

(2016) 

National Association of Funeral Directors Guidelines for the Disposal of Cremated Remains (No 

Date) 

National Association of Funeral Directors Code of Practice (Amended February 2019) 

The National Society of Allied and Independent Funeral Directors Code of Practice (2018) 

 

Fig 2: Table of Advisory Documents Used 

Whilst many of these pieces of guidance are not required to be followed, I found during the second half 

of my fieldwork that they do come to inform the management of the waste materials of the corpse. The 

crematoria all had documents from these advisory bodies on hand in the main office, as well as the code 

of conduct pinned up in the back areas of the cremator room. In this way, they can be seen as directly 

influencing the valuation of the waste materials of the corpse because they inform the management 

practices of the labourers that generate this value. 

The gathering of the advisory documents was split into two parts. There were industry advisory 

documents, which were gathered through the websites of the advisory bodies; as well as advice 

emerging from government bodies, such as the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) and the Department 

for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (DEFRA). The advisory bodies explored in funeral directing 

were the National Association of Funeral Directors (NAFD) and the National Society of Allied and 
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Independent Funeral Directors (SAIF). It is important to register the difference of each of these bodies. 

The NAFD has, over the years, gained a reputation for working on behalf of the larger funerary 

corporations (Parsons, 1999). Many smaller funerary firms did not feel represented by the NAFD and 

so the SAIF was founded in 1989, specifically to advise independent funeral directors (Parsons, 2018). 

They shape how funeral directors manage the corpse before cremation or natural burial. A few examples 

are how they can transport the corpse, manage hazards during the storing of the corpse, and how 

decomposition of the corpse can be controlled. All of this is relevant for considering the pollution of 

waste materials of the corpse and how these pollution problems are overcome, with value being 

generated out of the waste materials in disposal. The practices shape how the waste materials are 

rendered from pollution to resource. At the time of searching for these documents, I had no plan to limit 

the sample of funeral directors to purely small or large firms and, as such, gathered both NAFD and 

SAIF documents for analysis. I found these through each of their websites and was able to download 

them straight onto my university computer since they were able to be accessed by the public.  

Advisory bodies were often industry specific, specialising in particularly disposal cultures. Each 

crematorium sampled was a member of one of the cremation advisory bodies; namely, either the 

Institute of Cemetery and Crematorium Management (ICCM) or the Federation of Burial and Cremation 

Authorities (FBCA). At the time of data collection, all crematoria sampled were members of the FBCA 

and were directly influenced by their advisory codes. However, the ICCM featured heavily as trainers 

of the crematorium staff and many of the participants had undergone training that was facilitated by the 

ICCM. Thus, the documents from each of these advisory bodies have been collected as they both 

influence how the waste materials of the corpse are managed in the crematorium. I also found a series 

of valuable documents on the Cremation Society website, which were wider advisory documents. They 

were less relevant overall, but still provided useful pieces of data concerning best practice over 

maintaining the dignity of the corpse. 

I was able to access all of the relevant documents through the websites of each of the advisory bodies. 

Both the ICCM and Cremation Society had made their documents accessible to the public from the 

outset. The FBCA documents came available for public download at some point in the middle of my 

fieldwork. If this had not happened, I would have phoned them and requested access to the documents. 

In this document search I also found that not all of the advisory documents in cremation were 

independent from each other. Some of these had been written by both the ICCM and the FBCA together 

and were available on both of their websites.  

The second disposal culture examined is natural burial and, as such, the documents that advise natural 

burial ground operators were also important for achieving the project aims. The majority of these 

documents come from the website of the Natural Death Centre and were written by the Association of 

Natural Burial Grounds (ANBG). Unlike crematoria, membership to advisory bodies are not as fixed 
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for natural burial grounds, and many are not members of the ANBG. However, each of the natural burial 

grounds visited are ANBG members and, as such, are guided by the protocols set out in the advisory 

documents analysed. These documents are far less numerous than those for cremation and only several 

formed the data set.  

This is because natural burial is a younger movement in the UK, being founded under thirty years ago 

in comparison to cremation, which has been in operation for over one hundred years. It is significantly 

less popular and is viewed as a growing phenomenon (Davies and Rumble, 2012), whereas cremation 

is the most dominant corpse disposal method in the UK by some distance (The Cremation Society, 

2021). Though, I do also suggest that cremation is substantially more professionalised than natural 

burial. I found that natural burial grounds have largely grown out of criticism of the way that corpse 

disposal is managed across the UK, rebelling against its conventions. The emphasis is on doing things 

differently and operating as an alternative to conventional practices. It would therefore make sense that 

there are less of these bureaucratic conventions present in natural burial. The only pieces of guidance 

present echo the core values of the culture, such as maintaining the biodiversity of the environment and 

upholding the dignity of the deceased and bereaved. The rest is, in my experience of conducting 

fieldwork, a substantially less regulated disposal practice. As a result of the documents being less 

detailed and numerous, more of the data about this management emerged from the walking interviews 

conducted with natural burial ground operators and funeral directors. 

In addition to these industry focused advisory documents, I have also used the advice from the UK 

government over cremation as there are documents that proved to be particularly relevant. For instance, 

DEFRA have presented some extensive documents over cremation. The DEFRA documents used in the 

data of this thesis are those pertaining to environmental best practice in limiting cremation emissions, 

such as the minutes for the meetings where crematorium abatement was discussed. These documents 

show me how crematorium staff are able to render the pollution out of the waste materials of the corpse 

and transform these materials into a resource. For more detail on this, I also consulted the website of 

the Crematoria Abatement of Mercury Emissions Organisation (CAMEO) burden sharing scheme. They 

are the DEFRA approved organisation responsible for overseeing the limiting of emissions from 

crematoria. The data from their website, which is again available to the public, provided me with more 

detail about how the guidance and legal codes from DEFRA have been put into practice in the English 

death profession.  

Not all documents were analysed before conducting short-term ethnographies and walking interviews. 

At times, gathering documents was an outcome of the fieldwork. For example, the assistant manager of 

Crematorium 1 sent an email containing a few of the documents that guide their practice and, within 

this, she had included attachments to ICCM documents, and advice from the HSE. Gathering documents 

in this way was not ethically problematic because I was able to find that these were also available to the 
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public. It was useful because I was able to attain a direct link between specific government and industry 

advisory documents and the crematoria that they are used in. This further reflects Bowen’s (2009) 

argument that document data can help to reflect other forms of qualitative data gathered which, in this 

case, is present in the link between the document, ethnographic and interview data.  

The sharing of these documents helped reveal which government bodies most often create and 

disseminate these advisory documents. For example, the HSE were responsible for safe working 

practices, which informed me of how crematorium staff are able to navigate and render out the pollution 

problems of necro-waste; a key feature of how I argue that value is generated out of the waste materials 

of the corpse. This was helpful because government advice was also generated by quite arbitrary bodies 

that one would not expect to see advice about death and dying to come from. Specifically, I found 

advice coming from the Department of Justice on the burial of the corpse near to water sources. My 

reflection is that this might be due to the legality of burying the corpse a certain distance away from 

water sources. This informed my search of documents as I took to google and searched for the topics 

of UK government guidance, rather than searching through specific government bodies. This, combined 

with the willingness of my participants to share the advisory documents that they use, showed how my 

sampling of documents was also shaped by my experiences in the field. 

3.1.3 Analysis of Documents 

I analysed these documents both through the use of computer and by hand. NVivo was used as a tool to 

help with the analysis of these documents through the computer. This was useful as it provided me with 

a means to organise the documents and to then be able to highlight codes that came up frequently. In 

preparation for using the programme, I attended an NVivo workshop that was run by the University of 

York. It was here that I learned how to use the many features of the programme. NVivo offered the 

opportunity to load each pdf document up on its interface, where I could read through it and highlight 

the relevant pieces of text. Gilbert (2002) has noted how computer assisted software can present 

challenges for researchers using them to analyse the data. Furthermore, Rademaker et al (2012: 3) warn 

of the perils that software can present for the research process, presenting an ‘over-familiarity’ with the 

data. This has led Bazeley and Jackson (2013) to urge that NVivo is not a substitute for the researcher’s 

analysis. The point made by these scholars is one reflected in my own use of NVivo as I used it as a 

tool to aid with the analysis of data. The software provided me with an interface that could be used to 

keep track of each of these codes, where I could click under each and find the relevant pieces of text in 

each document. These were then used as the basis of the quotes that structured the analysis chapters. 

This point is further reflected in my use of other analysis methods alongside NVivo. I also used the 

analogue method of printing the documents out and highlighting the relevant pieces of information. I 

used a ring bound folder and separated the documents into different categories named ‘Cremation’; 

‘Funeral Directing’; ‘Natural Burial’. The reason that I used a mixture of these methods to analyse 
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documents was because using the analogue method for all of the documents was time consuming and 

unnecessary. I risked losing my analysed data and had no way of backing it up. In contrast, the use of 

the computer allowed me to keep a second back up of each of my documents, as well as the codes used. 

It was difficult to analyse absolutely everything on the computer screen because I needed to be able to 

draw clear lines between my interview, ethnography and document data. By using NVivo for all sources 

of data, I risked losing track of the lines between each form of data.  

 

3.2 Sampling  

Gathering the documents from sources, such as the websites of advisory bodies provided me with a 

means to gather participants for the walking interviews and short-term ethnographies. My sample 

consisted of a range of English death professionals that work across funeral directing, cremation, and 

natural burial. Forming this sample are staff from three publicly owned crematoria in England (North 

East and Midlands), which are all members of the FBCA, and two are also members of the ICCM. 

These crematorium staff are formed of three crematorium managers, one assistant crematorium 

manager, as well as five crematorium operators. My main method of sampling was convenience 

sampling (Etikan et al, 2016), where I chose my participants based on their accessibility of location and 

their willingness to be involved in the research.  

This convenience sampling for picking crematoria was aided by my exploration of the documents. I 

was able to learn about how the industry works, as well as gain a list of currently operating crematoria, 

which the ICCM had made available to the public. This list had all of the UK crematoria on it with 

phone numbers and email addresses. This was my main source of participants. On the list was the 

location of where these crematoria were based. Since this is a project based in England, I decided to 

keep within the remit of England. My chosen locations were not particularly important because I was 

not attempting to provide a comparative analysis of how different crematoria across England operate. 

This project is not about the relationship between how crematoria operate and the context of the area 

they are in (e.g. its socio-economic background). As such, the locations of the crematoria were not 

important and I worked within the resources that I had as a self-funded PhD student. This is why I kept 

my sample to the North East of England and the midlands. It was cheaper and more accessible. I could 

travel to these places and I stayed in one hotel when I went to Crematorium 3 in the Midlands thanks to 

support from the Department of Sociology at the University of York who provided me with funding 

that I was able to use to cover these research expenses of travel and accommodation. I was also limited 

by which crematoria were available to be in the research. Of the dozens that I contacted through 

telephone and email, many did not respond. As a result, the three that I visited were those that invited 

me.  
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As cremation was only one part of the project, I decided to stop after conducting three short term 

ethnographies; one at each crematoria. This was a judgement made after returning from crematorium 3, 

having reached a data saturation point (Mason, 2010) for cremation where I was not generating any new 

dimensions for how value is generated out of and attached to the waste materials of the corpse in 

cremation. This was because, like Pink & Morgan (2013) have warned about short term ethnographies; 

the data collection was particularly intense and diverse. As such, I decided that I had collected enough 

data for what the project required and that, since the project was not solely about cremation and I was 

still needing some data from natural burial ground operators, the efforts would be better spent there.  

I used the Natural Death Centre website to find a sample of natural burial ground operators. There are 

over two hundred natural burial grounds in the UK and this website listed each of these, showing 

whether a ground was a member of the ANBG or not. Whilst this was not particularly important to my 

sampling selection, it did provide me with some context about each ground that would be included in 

the sample. As well as this, the website also provided me with the contact information for each of the 

grounds, which included a phone number and email. From this, I visited five natural burial grounds, 

with four solely being ANBG affiliated natural burial grounds and one being connected to crematorium 

3, which functions as a dual crematorium and natural burial ground. Two natural burial grounds were 

privately run and the other three were run by local authorities. Of this, I interviewed four natural burial 

ground operators on their natural burial grounds; two of whom were also currently funeral directors, 

and one had been a funeral director prior to operating the natural burial ground.  

There was a difference between recruiting crematoria and natural burial grounds into the study. Natural 

burial ground operators were easier to contact and the majority of those contacted were enthusiastic 

about taking part. I also found that these grounds were open to people visiting them without 

appointment, whether there to pay their respects to the deceased or not. In contrast, some crematoria 

allow visitations and educational tours into the back spaces. The three crematoria included in the sample 

all did this and were enthusiastic about having visitors. However, many crematoria are resistant to this 

idea. Therefore, my experience in gathering participants in these distinct disposal cultures was different, 

with natural burial grounds being more forthcoming, and crematoria being more difficult to recruit. 

Never the less, it should be noted that my sampling technique for natural burial grounds was still based 

on convenience sampling. Despite more natural burial ground operators being open to participation, 

there was still a low response rate and, with many natural burial grounds across the UK, it was most 

feasible to interview those in the North East of England since location was not important for the 

research. 

I have little in my data to say categorically why natural burial ground operators were more open to 

participation, but the fragments of data that hint at a possible response lead me to suggest that the answer 

lies in each of the distinct disposal cultures. Cremation is a much more professionalised approach, 
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emerging in popularity during a time in the 20th century where death was also arguably being 

increasingly sequestrated from social life (Giddens, 1991; Mellor and Shilling, 1993; Stone and 

Sharpley, 2008). Yet, natural burial grounds, in my experience, function as rebellious alternatives to the 

status quo, with many of the operators noting that their journey into natural burial came from a 

dissatisfaction with the way that conventional corpse disposal methods work. Essentially, in rebelling 

against this, they are also rebelling against the traditional practices of corpse disposal, as well as the 

philosophies underpinning these. In doing this, they keep some of the universally important practices, 

such as maintaining the dignity of the corpse, but also incorporate a much more transparent image of 

the management of death. For example, the bereaved are encouraged to take a deeper role in designing 

the coffins. I found much more openness over the reality of death and dying in this disposal culture. 

Whilst the project provides a comparative anthropology of how value is generated out of and attached 

to the waste materials of the corpse in cremation and natural burial, a sample of funeral directors has 

also been useful because they manage the corpse before disposal through cremation or natural burial, 

providing the corpse that the crematorium or natural burial ground staff go on to manage. For example, 

they hold, and transport the corpse from the home, hospice, or hospital, to the mortuary, and to the 

natural burial ground, or the crematorium (Parsons, 2018). In many ways, their role captures the 

moments that I would not be able to access if the sample was solely focused on being at the crematorium 

and natural burial ground. Including funeral directors allows me to also consider the wider management 

practices, such as how coffins are chosen, which can be vital to maintaining the biodiversity of a natural 

burial ground; as well as how decomposition and the leaking of more polluting waste materials is 

managed prior to the cremation or natural burial. They therefore provide vital data that helps me to 

consider how value is generated out of the waste materials of the corpse. 

I found that recruiting funeral directors was particularly difficult. This tended to correlate to the type of 

funeral director that they are. Some are large scale corporations, which two of the participants had 

worked at in the past year, and another had worked at in the past ten years. Three of the participants are 

from local, smaller scale family businesses. These three were what is known as ‘alternative’ funeral 

directors. They focus on alternative techniques to the status quo, for example, turning away from body 

preservation techniques such as embalming in favour of using cold packs to keep the corpse cool. They 

also focused more heavily on natural burial, with each of these three participants having a substantial 

role in this disposal method. Two funeral directors owned a natural burial ground, whilst another once 

operated a natural burial ground before moving purely into funeral directing out of her home. 

I recruited this funeral director that works out of her home through word of mouth after conducting a 

walking interview at Natural Burial Ground 3. The operator had mentioned that she had worked 

extensively with the Funeral Director and I sent an email to the address that she gave me as a result. We 

then spoke on the phone and arranged to meet at her house. The other two of these alternative funeral 
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directors were recruited through the recruitment of natural burial grounds as they did these dual roles. 

Therefore, the way that I recruited them was the same as other natural burial ground operators outlined 

above; these two participants happened to also be funeral directors, and I did not know this beforehand. 

The two ex-funeral directors were also not known to initially be funeral directors, but the information 

was revealed while I was at Crematorium 3 that I visited nearer the end of my fieldwork. I was then 

able to use the opportunity to conduct interviews with them about the roles they carried out as funeral 

directors a year prior to when I met them. 

 

3.3 Short-Term Ethnography 

Data collection at the three crematoria in the sample, as well as from one funeral director, was 

undertaken through the use of short term ethnography (Pink & Morgan, 2013). I’m calling these short 

term ethnographies for two reasons. Firstly, ‘ethnography’ is a broad and somewhat elusive term 

(Hymes, 1977; Hammersley, 2018). For instance, Atkinson and Hammersley (1998) have noted this 

elusiveness, presenting the broad statement that ethnography is involved with the interpretation of the 

meanings underpinning human action. In my research, this is to do with the interpretation and 

reinterpretation of the meanings attached to the waste materials of the corpse. Labelling these ‘short 

term’ is important for establishing where exactly within this broad definition of ethnography that my 

approach sits. This reflects the second reason, which emerged from the discussions on the value of short 

term ethnographies, distancing them from being seen as “quick and dirty” (Hughes et al, 1995: 61) 

alternatives to the longer term ethnography. That is, the ethnographies conducted in these crematoria 

reflected the qualities of this method that Pink & Morgan (2013) outline, whereby they argue that the 

short term ethnography grants the researcher with an intense research experience that generates just as 

valid ways of knowing as its longer term counter-part. 

It should be noted here that my approach to these ethnographies was adapted to the participant and 

nature of field site. I initially planned to interview the funeral director. However, the data collection 

captured more than an interview exchange. This funeral director gave me a tour around her funeral 

premises. After returning home, I wrote this up into a thick description of what had happened. As I 

reflected on this, I came to understand it as a short term ethnography rather than an interview, partially 

due to this collection of thick description which has been outlined as a key component of ethnography 

(Geertz in Lincoln and Denzin, 2003). As well as this, I found myself immersed in the field setting. 

Visiting the premises where she worked, I was able to see this funeral director relating to her 

environment, capturing her interactions with the materials of the corpse in the moments of silence that 

were not captured by my Dictaphone. As Pink and Morgan (2013) have argued, this research 

methodology granted me with an intense research experience, which resulted in the collection of rich 

audio and description data of a funerary setting. What this shows is the weak lines that separate labels 
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of ‘interview’ and ‘short term ethnography’, whereby on-site interviews might be considered short term 

ethnographies in some circumstances.  

In contrast to this, I had planned to conduct short term ethnographies at the crematoria visited, choosing 

a timeframe of days rather than a year because they formed a part of the sample of this thesis and not 

the entire data set that would be used to answer the research questions. For example, the overall sample 

for the project was also formed of natural burial ground operators that were interviewed with walking 

interviews (O’Neill, 2014; 2018). As well as this, the analysis of documents has also been undertaken. 

It was therefore not feasible to conduct a year long ethnography in a crematorium as it would provide 

an obstacle for conducting the other methods vital for answering the research questions underpinning 

this project, whilst also risking the immersion in the research setting that an ethnography affords. As 

such, I spent three days at crematorium 1, one day at crematorium 2, and two days at crematorium 3.  

My experience certainly reflects Pink and Morgan’s (2013) assertion that short term ethnographies grant 

an intense research experience since, during this time in the field, I gathered three forms of data. The 

first was comprised of thirty hours of recorded audio data from crematorium operators and crematorium 

managers; the second was thick description drawn from the field notes collected; and the third was 

pictures that were taken at each of the crematoria. In the next three sections of this chapter (3.3.1, 3.3.2, 

3.3.3), I will detail how I collected each of these forms of data. 

3.3.1 The Collection of Audio 

A day at the crematorium would be heavily fragmented, where the moments important for data 

collection were indented by periods of waiting, which came to reflect how I viewed the research field 

(Hamilton, 2015). The happenings inside of the crematorium were, for want of a better word; 

methodological flashpoints. This refers to the periods of activity that drew my attention as a researcher, 

with a few examples being the collection of the corpse from the funeral room, charging the corpse into 

the cremator, checking the corpse’s progress in the cremator, raking the bone fragments out, cremulating 

the remains and numerous other instances of activity. Though, it is also important to note that these 

flashpoints can refer to conversations taking place between myself and the crematorium staff. The 

flashpoint would emerge when the conversation would drift onto how the crematorium operator saw 

their role, when they explained what they were doing, when they told me an anecdote or joke, or began 

speaking about something relevant to the project. In this way, these flashpoints shaped what I decided 

to record on my Dictaphone and what I did not. After establishing with participants at the start of the 

fieldwork that I would be recording everything, I always had my Dictaphone in my pocket hidden from 

view, and was able to quickly flick the button up at times where the flashpoints emerged. These became 

the core segments of audio data that were collected from crematorium operators. 

This is not to say that the periods of waiting were valueless for data collection. Indeed, Palmer et al 

(2018) have noted how waiting is a common and important component of ethnography. In my research, 
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this waiting was punctuated by opportunities that I took to interview the crematorium managers and 

crematorium operators. For example, the mornings at the start of the week were times of waiting where 

the vast majority of the on-site interviews conducted with crematorium managers and operators were 

conducted. Other periods of waiting were formed of building rapport with the crematorium operators. 

These conversations were mainly about the football. They were always surprised that I am an avid 

Wycombe Wanderers fan; a team that is not so well known in the North of England as they are from 

the North of London and play outside of the top leagues. This detail was an important conversation 

starter that helped me to move from being a researcher on the fringes of what was happening, to helping 

me to be seen like one of the operators. Building this rapport helped me to become a part of the setting. 

Specifically, at crematorium 1, the operator, Derek, asked if I wanted to push the button on the cremator 

door, which begins the cremation. This is something that I had watched him do several times before 

this moment. Being the person to push the button moved me into a role of crematorium operator as I 

was operating the crematorium machinery. I would argue that this goes against the notion that long term 

ethnographies are required for the researcher to build and immerse themselves into the setting (Hughes 

et al, 1995) as I was clearly able to do this here when utilising a short term ethnography. 

This attempt to maintain my being a part of the setting came to shape how I gathered the audio data. I 

was careful to keep my Dictaphone out of sight of the participants since I was afraid that it would effect 

the rapport building with the participants by formulating every conversation with them as a 

“conversation with a purpose.” (Burgess, 1984: 102). I found that by keeping the Dictaphone out of 

sight and by being informal with my approach, I could immerse myself into the setting as one of the 

group. This included our discussions about football, as well as participating in the workplace banter. 

Once they saw that I would participate in this, the participants volunteered more information to me, 

revealing details that might be lost otherwise. I was not prompting them for something, but rather, as 

we spoke, they offered more detailed information about their role and their views on death more 

generally. Purposeful conversations were present throughout the entire research encounter, but the rigid 

interview structure did not dominate these ethnographies, largely thanks to the rapport building 

conducted in these periods of waiting.  

There was a downside to coinciding my recording alongside the flashpoints, though. Things could easily 

become lost in the waiting as this could conceal the emergence of a flashpoint. I found that topics would 

often bleed into one another and it was impossible to flick a button up and down on my Dictaphone in 

reaction to this. If I was able to capture every valuable moment of audio, I would need to predict where 

the operator was leading our conversations. I found that topics could jump quite radically with very 

little warning. 

Furthermore, I could, at times, find myself in a situation that was rapidly evolving, which further 

challenged this question of when I decided to record or not record. In one instance, two family members 
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missed a funeral due to traffic. This event only emerged in a period of waiting before cremating the 

deceased of that funeral. This led to a methodological flashpoint whereby the crematorium team allowed 

the family to come to the back areas11, which are usually closed to the public, and say goodbye to their 

loved one. In this way, I shaped my audio data collection around both planned and unplanned 

flashpoints. I did not record the family, but I did record the operators both before and after the flashpoint 

and  was able to gather some data about caring for the corpse and how they see their relationship to the 

bereaved. 

Since I gathered audio from both the flashpoints and periods of waiting during the ethnography, I did 

not transcribe everything that was gathered. Rather, I would sit in my office and initially listen to the 

audio data that was collected. During this process, I would make some handwritten notes of the 

particularly relevant parts to the project and wrote down a time of when this happened in the audio file. 

This was because each day would have many hours of audio collected, with some files alone being over 

two hours long. I used these handwritten notes of the time in the audio file to direct which pieces of the 

audio data I transcribed. This led to a selective transcription of the audio files collected during these 

ethnographies. The amount of transcription was still extensive due to the amount of audio data that had 

been captured. 

I used ‘coggle.it’ to help to order the codes that came out of this audio. I found this easier to use than 

the NVivo programme that I was using to analyse the document codes. With Coggle, I could order all 

of the codes from each interview and keep them on one mind map, which helped me to navigate the 

extent of the findings. This image below shows how this was organised: 

 
11 They are often only made available to the public for education tours in some crematoria. They will, however, 

allow families to come into the back rooms to perform religious rights, such as Hindus who often push the 

cremator button to charge the coffin into the cremator. 



66 

 

 

Fig 3: Audio codes gathered from one crematorium 

This image is all of the codes and ordered analysis of one piece of audio data collected, which lasted 

roughly ninety minutes. Each branch is a code, and underneath this code I would copy and paste short 

segments of data. These pieces of data then formed the structure of the analysis chapters, with the codes 

helping to dictate where in the analysis chapter structure these would go. This also shows the amount 

of data that was gathered in even one small part of the audio. This leads me to strongly agree with Pink 

& Morgan’s (2013) argument about short term ethnographies leading to particularly rich and valid 

forms of data. My experience in the field echoed this claim and is evidenced not only by the richness 

of this audio data, but also the amount that has been able to be gathered over the course of a few days. 

This also further shows why the decision was made to stop after three of these ethnographies as enough 

data for this part of the project about cremation had been collected by this point. 

3.3.2 Thick Description 

The periods of waiting formulated the moments that I used to gather field notes that I kept in a small 

A5 notebook. I felt like a researcher very clearly when I was writing something into the notebook and 

took care not to be writing in it when participants were speaking to me. For this reason, most of the 

time, I did not have it on hand when I was walking around the crematorium. I kept it in my bag that was 

kept in the break room. I only wrote in it during breaks and periods of waiting because I saw the 

notebook as a form of communication. If I was writing into it while the participants were talking, I felt 

that I was communicating to them that they are objects of study. I found that I was attempting to present 

a relaxed, informal, and human self to the participants involved. I wanted to have conversations that 

functioned as part of the ethnography, not a back and forth interview. The notebook was an obstacle to 
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achieving this. It generates a line between the one writing and the one being written about, where words 

are clearly being recorded.  

My strategy of taking fieldnotes in these periods of waiting came to reflect Palmer et al’s (2018) 

understanding that periods of waiting formulating moments of reflexivity in the researcher. Certainly, 

writing notes in the notebook during these periods of waiting did cause me to reflect on my own position 

of researcher in relation to the participants. This understanding of the setting through the lens of waiting 

(Hamilton, 2015) does reflect Wolfinger’s (2002) findings from their own taking of field notes. He 

found that the researchers’ understanding of the setting dictates when and where they decide to take 

field notes. The collection of field notes are based on an interpretation of the setting, which I have 

certainly echoed in my own strategy of field note taking. 

The field notes taken in the periods of waiting were revolved around a few elements. Between 

flashpoints of activity, I was particularly quick to make notes on the embodied actions that participants 

did that were missed by audio recording. These could be notes of the way that they looked at things, 

held things; the way that they moved around the back rooms as they passed a coffin, or even interacted 

with the coffin while they spoke to me about it. The field notes were used to capture the smaller, 

unspoken details of my participants’ communication. This conveyed how they managed the materials 

of the corpse, which is the basis from which value is generated out of them.  

The second involved writing up my feelings about my surroundings and the things that were happening 

in the crematorium. During the moments of waiting, or on the way home, I would be writing about how 

I felt while I was at the crematorium and experienced incidents throughout the day. An example of this 

was from my second day at Crematorium 1 where I was shown the inside of a box of non-viable foetuses 

(NVFs). This contained the collection of all of the contents, such as the foetus, as well as the slides of 

blood and the birthed placenta. I found it useful to write these up into field notes, which were then able 

to become thick description. This was valuable as a source of data as I was able to write about the 

contrast between my response and Derek’s as he showed me these materials, drawing forth an account 

of how these materials are interacted with by the death professional and the non-death professional. 

This is certainly not captured through audio data alone. 

Moreover, the field notes did also provide me a space to interrogate my feelings over what I had seen. 

This is an approach that has also been used by Thompson (2014) in their doctoral research. She argues 

that writing about emotions in field notes offers the opportunity for researchers to engage with their 

own positionality in the research, providing a crucial tool for reflexive research. In this example of the 

non-viable foetus, I found that my use of the field notes as a space to reflect my feelings of engaging 

with these materials offered a tool that I could use to consider my own positionality inside of the 

crematorium. This further reflects how periods of waiting in ethnographic research can be used as a 

source of reflexivity for the researcher. 
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These field notes that were gathered became the basis for a thick description, which was the second 

form of data gathered through the ethnography. The importance of thick description to ethnography 

cannot be understated and Geertz (2003) has argued that ethnography is thick description. That is, 

ethnography involves the researcher attempting to interpret a series of ‘conceptual structures’ (Geertz 

in Lincoln and Denzin, 2003: 166) which are often entangled and woven into each other; frequently 

containing strange, bizarre, and quiet details that can easily fall by the wayside. Fundamentally, what a 

thick description allows for is the researcher to turn these passing events into a written account that can 

be consulted and reconsulted as a valuable source of data.  

To make the thick description as close to the happenings as possible, I made sure to write it up from the 

field notes as soon as was possible. This was always done on the evening of a day in the crematorium. 

I would write each day as a separate word document and save them under a folder with the pseudonym 

that I was using for that crematorium. As the ethnography is based around my interpretation of the 

events and participant’s interpretations, these events were as accurate as possible. Leaving writing the 

thick description any longer risked some of the innocuous, quieter events to evaporate into the ether as 

they fall from my memory.  

Two of the crematoria that I visited were close enough that I could go home at the end of the day. When 

I got home, I would immediately shower. The smell of smoke from the crematorium seemed to cling to 

me. It was on my clothes and in my hair. I can only imagine what the people on the train home thought 

as we were all closely stood next to each other during the rush hour commute. After this, I sat down at 

my laptop and began writing my field notes up into a long word document. I was careful not to analyse 

anything as I was writing it up. One crematorium that I visited was further away, so I stayed in a hotel 

and I applied the same process here. 

I found that writing up this thick description was a continuous process. Even though I would start 

writing the document at home and would get to the end of the day each of these times, I would be 

revisiting these documents continuously. There is certainly a reflection of Geertz’ (2003) point that the 

thick description is reconsulted over and over again. To me, this reconsultation was not passive; I was 

not just reading and rereading the pages of thick description written up from field notes. Rather, I would 

often add to these written up accounts as memories that only came to fruition days after emerged. I 

would work my way back through the thick description documents that I had written up and add these 

to the relevant spot. In this way, as I reconsulted the description, I sometimes added to it. 

Towards the end of the fieldwork period of this project, I layered my reconsultation of the thick 

description with an analysis of what had been written. I would highlight particularly relevant points in 

the text and colour it either blue or red with the font highlighter. If the colour was red, then it was of 

methodological relevance and, if it was blue, it was of a theoretical relevance. Both of these helped to 

crystallise my findings. My analytical thoughts of these would, at first, be noted in the thick description 
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document as a footnote. For example, next to some red highlighted text, there would be a footnote where 

I would write to myself an analytical thought of what the piece of data reflects methodologically.  

Once I had generated analytical thoughts in the footnote for each document, I revisited ‘coggle.it’ which 

I used to order the vast array of codes that had emerged from my interpretation of the events. Here’s a 

screenshot of my spider diagram to illustrate what this ordering looked like: 

 

Fig 4: Codes from thick description gathered at one crematorium 

Though it is zoomed out, you can see the different branches that form the codes in this thick description. 

Each of these main branches stands for one day, of which there are three. In this screenshot, however, 

only one of these days of thick description at Crematorium 1 is visible. On the other side, and out of 

shot, are the codes from the audio data. Every branch from these days is a code, which then often led to 

sub-codes. These are pieces of thick description that I copied and pasted under each to direct my 

thinking. Along with the other data, some of these formed the basis of the analysis chapters, where I 

used them as a platform for the analytical discussion. This was a practical move because it became 

tedious and difficult to flick from word document to word document, particularly when an analytical 

thought echoed another and I could not remember where it was from. Creating these spider diagrams 

was a way to keep all of these in one place for organisational purposes.   

3.3.3 Pictures 

During these short term ethnographies I was also able to collect photographs that helped illustrate my 

experiences. These pieces of data were collected during the flashpoints of activity in the crematorium 

and constitute visual aids for myself and the readers of this thesis. They are used sparingly and do not 

form a vital part of the ethnography, which is why I have chosen to describe these as ‘short term’ 

ethnographies rather than ‘visual’ ethnographies (Harper, 2003). The gathering of these pictures, I 

would argue, emerged from the intensity of the short term ethnography (Pink & Morgan, 2013), rather 
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than being a planned component of it.  That is, the pictures were taken as the opportunities presented 

themselves. For instance, the crematorium staff asked if I would like to take a picture of a set of bone 

fragments post cremation as the operator moved it from the cooling point to the cremulator. It was 

through these natural developments that I decided to take a picture.  

This value that photographs have in ethnography has been reflected by Schwartz (1989) who has argued 

that photographs provide concrete details of the everyday events that are present in the ethnography. I 

found that they did this, providing helpful sources of data that added to the ethnographic process of 

interpreting the setting. With these pictures, I was able to not only revisit the thick descriptions of the 

setting that I had gathered, but I was also able to use visual cues to interpret and reinterpret the 

flashpoints of activity in the crematorium. They drew forth details, such as the contents of cremated 

remains which helped me to revisit the specific types of waste that crematorium operators contend with 

as they dispose of it. In this way, they added to the ethnographic data gathered, but were only a minor 

part of the research experience. 

 

3.4 Walking Interviews 

Walking interviews were undertaken with the four natural burial ground operators included in the study, 

an assistant manager of a crematorium who walked with me around the crematorium grounds of 

Crematorium 1, and a crematorium operator who showed me around the grounds of Crematorium 3. At 

the crematoria I had not planned to conduct walking interviews and these emerged in the heat of the 

moment where an opportunity to take a walk around the grounds was presented. In contrast, walking 

interviews were planned at the natural burial grounds because the landscape itself is a fundamental part 

of the disposal culture of natural burial (Clayden et al, 2014).  

Walking methodologies are a newer, arguably lesser known method of data collection in the academic 

setting, which are growing in popularity (Jones et al, 2008; Evans & Jones, 2011; O’Neill, 2014; 2018). 

Walking has been used as a method in death and dying; namely, learning and education, such as the 

York’s ‘Death Walk’. This has been effective, showing its potential value for exploring matters of the 

corpse in more detail. What I have found is that conducting walking interviews with death professionals 

has gathered data on the space of the natural burial ground and the crematorium grounds; how these 

death professionals feel about these spaces and how this influences the ways that they manage the 

corpse. This certainly reflects O’Neill’s (2018) discussion on walking methods with migrant women, 

whereby she found that this methodology gathered useful data for considering how their lived 

experiences are reflected in space and place. As much as lived experience, I would also suggest that 

walking methodologies are useful for considering how the labour of death professionals is reflected in 

spaces and places of death disposal. 
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I found that the walking interview would, by its nature, be relatively unstructured. Initial questions 

would exist due to the findings from the document analysis, but the majority of the questions would 

originate from the ground that we were walking around as thoughts echoed into the minds of the 

participants, who would then speak about them. In this way, our discussions would be based on things 

that were drawn to our attention and how we sensed and felt about these. This included the biodiversity 

of the ground, types of trees, the hills, which drew attention to the way that embalmed bodies are buried 

on ground; how spaced apart the dead are, how deep they are buried, which corpse goes where. 

Ultimately, the ground itself is the focal point for the disposal of the corpse in natural burial and, as 

such, it was vital for generating the triggers for data gathering in this corpse disposal culture.  

As well as this, I was also able to experience the ground and take a first hand account of being subjected 

to the landscape; a space of death disposal. Specifically, conducting walking interviews drew me into 

closer contact with the corpse. A few of the natural burial grounds in the sample did not have grave 

markers. We could be walking over the corpse, or entirely stopping on top of the corpse to hold the 

conversations that would become data. I would only find this out midway through the conversation. 

This signalled that I was in amongst the death work, with walking interviews aiding the immersion in 

the death disposal setting. Many of the times that I was walking around the grounds with operators, my 

attention was being drawn to things that would otherwise be missed. The types of animals, such as birds, 

were pointed out to me, and the operator would often stop to correct a piece of shrubbery or remove 

some weeds while we were walking around. Their dogs would often be a part of the interview, running 

around the ground, treating it like a park. I was able to view the labour of the death professional at these 

grounds, as well as experience the aspects of value that have been generated out of the waste materials 

that feed the ground.  

My interviews with natural burial ground operators lasted around ninety minutes each and the time 

dedicated to the walking aspect of the interview varied tremendously. At a few natural burial grounds, 

the walking formed an hour of the interview and the last half an hour involved being sat discussing 

particular aspects of natural burial in more detail. In other natural burial grounds, sitting on benches 

around the natural burial ground was a part of the walk and, therefore, the interview came to end at the 

exit of the ground. At one ground, I walked with a natural burial ground operator and a prospective 

natural burial ground operator as she gave him advice on setting his own ground up since he was in the 

process of this at the time. As such, whilst walking interviews were used on each of the grounds, the 

way that they unfolded was entirely organic, the walking lasted different lengths of time, and I held a 

different role in some of these walks; always being led, but experiencing a different journey each time. 

Since the natural burial ground is a piece of nature–usually an open field–it is subject to the elements, 

and this proved some obstacles for cleanly capturing the audio on my Dictaphone. This was reflected 

in the question of where I was to keep my Dictaphone during these interviews. The risk for keeping the 
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Dictaphone in my hand was the presence of wind blowing into the recorder and disrupting the audio 

captured. As a result, I always kept the Dictaphone in my top pocket as a way to keep this from 

happening. However, I did find that, even when the Dictaphone was shielded in my pocket, the audio 

would sometimes be unclear due to wind disruption since the grounds were open, some were high up, 

and I often experienced heavy winds during these interviews. A particular challenge was posed when 

transcribing the recordings. Writing a transcript of some interviews was more difficult than others. The 

harsh bursts of wind could cloud some words in each sentence which resulted in some sentences being 

unable to be transcribed. Despite this, however, I was able to transcribe the majority of each interview. 

Since the landscape varies season to season, I visited these natural burial grounds at different times of 

the year, going to some in the summer, others in autumn, and others in spring. This had an impact on 

two things. Firstly, it develops on the point above about the weather since the interviews conducted in 

the autumn and spring were undertaken during a backdrop of poorer weather, which influenced these 

difficulties present in the transcription process. Yet, this was balanced out by the value of the second 

impact, which was that different seasons brought out different details in the data. The season impacted 

on what was discussed during the walking interviews as the discussion points emerged out of where we 

were and what we were seeing. Walking in the spring, though happening against heavier winds, drew a 

different experience than summer visitations since the landscape was blooming into life after the winter, 

and different nature was present at this point. The season factored into our discussions during these 

walks and also affected the type of labour that these death professionals were doing as we were walking 

around. It therefore showed how the labour of death professionals is reflected in the space and place of 

the natural burial ground in a different way based on the season.  

With these rich, immersive, and highly interpretative forms of data coming from the walking interview, 

I found that the line between classifying this method as a walking interview or a short term ethnography 

was difficult since the features of these heavily overlapped. In particular, this occurred through my 

decision to write up a thick description after these interviews. This is because the way that the walking 

interviews have been conducted was influenced by my use of short term ethnographies in the 

crematoria. I was able to see the value that thick description has for the project, based on my experience 

of conducting the crematoria ethnographies. As such, I gathered thick description as a form of data 

while I was at the natural burial grounds. This was written up immediately after I got home after leaving 

the ground. It was heavily based on the thoughts and feelings that I had whilst there, which I wrote 

down in field note form whilst travelling back home on the train. These pieces of thick description 

formulated key pieces of data for when I am discussing natural burial, providing a tool that I can use to 

help me to both draw on my own experience of the ground and the work that was done by natural burial 

ground operators. It allowed me to visit and revisit my thoughts and feelings as I was walking around 

the ground, further crystallising my experience as I was able to reflect on it in relation to the description 

that I had gathered.  
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This is, according to Geertz (2003), a fundamental part of what an ethnography involves, showing how 

these two apparently distinct methods can heavily overlap. My experience is that these two forms of 

data work exceptionally well together as the thick description develops on a strength of the walking 

interviews. That is, it allows for this type of first hand, experiential data to be collected on how natural 

burial ground operators interact with and understand their work through the landscape itself. In this 

way, it provides an additional tool that helps me to analyse how value is generated out of and attached 

to the waste materials of the corpse by capturing the forms of management that could not be captured 

through audio. 

 

3.5 Ethical Considerations 

The ethics approval process at the University of York involved completing the ‘ELMPS Ethics 

Committee Submission Form’. The intention of this form is to verify that I am familiar with the 

University’s code of practice on research integrity and the data management policy. Through 

completing the form, I was required to note how I would collect and store the data gathered for the 

project, and to highlight how the data would be managed. As well as this, I was required to draw 

attention to any potential risks that may befall the research participants or myself, the researcher. 

From the completion of this form and the following of its contents, there were two vital ethical 

considerations that shaped the data collection for this project. The first involved protecting participants, 

which affected my access to this data. The second involved protecting myself, the researcher, from the 

dangers of particularly ‘challenging research encounters’ with the more sensitive aspects of data 

gathered (Scott-Bray, 2017: 137). This was important because it affected the interpretation of the data 

after it had been collected. My consideration for protecting participants revolved around the ethical 

principle of maintaining confidentiality over what was spoken to me (Wiles et al, 2008). To ensure that 

confidentiality would be maintained, one copy of each file was made and placed onto an encrypted 

external hard drive, which was kept in my locked draws in my university office. After this, I deleted 

each recording off my Dictaphone. This meant that I had the main copy of the audio data on my 

computer, and then a secondary copy on the external hard drive in case I lost the main copies. I 

frequently kept this backup up to date by transferring any files over at the end of the day. This helped 

to maintain confidentiality because there were times when things were recorded that the participant 

requested be kept off the record after the fact. This meant that, whilst I did not transcribe these moments 

and use them as data, they still existed as part of the audio because it was only requested that they not 

be used after I had recorded them.  

Both of these copies of the data were kept in my office due to this being the most secure space that I 

had access to at the time of filling out the ethics form. The downside to this keeping of my data in one 

place was viscerally experienced as I entered into an editing of my analysis chapters. The Covid-19 



74 

 

lockdown meant that I was to edit my thesis without access to this data since I could not access my 

office during this time. Of course, as outlined above, ethnographic data is based on an interpretation 

and reinterpretation of the data collected (Geertz in Lincoln and Denzin, 2003), meaning that the data 

must be consulted and reconsulted over and over again during the research process. Editing my chapters 

without this reconsultation was exceptionally difficult as I was unable to grapple with the details of the 

thick descriptions during this time. 

This was not just an issue involving human participants, but also my document data, as well as the 

analysis worked on through the NVivo programme. To break this down and reflect, this was caused due 

to a few reasons. Firstly, I was handling data from both identifiable human participants and 

unidentifiable participants. Yet, I did not distinguish these when making my ethical considerations over 

the storage of my data. At the time of filling out my ethics form, and considering the storage of my data, 

I did not differentiate between these different requirements, something that I realise now, in reflection, 

should have been done. This means that if I cannot access my office, I cannot access any of the data, 

affecting my ability to reconsult it over the research process.  

In reflection, this issue is also bigger than the reinterpretation of the data. A mis-interpretation of the 

ethical guidance whereby I have taken the ideal principles of anonymity and confidentiality at face 

value did, in some scenarios, provide an obstacle for rapport with participants. For example, I did not 

consider whether my participants would want to be anonymous, instead thinking about what the ethical 

discourse deemed best practice. It became clear over the course of the data collection that many 

participants wanted to be identifiable as they mentioned whilst filling out the consent form. Specifically, 

the natural burial ground operators and funeral directors did not see why being anonymous was 

necessary. This did affect the rapport that I had spent time cultivating, ‘officialising’ the process, and 

somewhat breaking down our roles as equals and back into the rigid roles of participant and researcher. 

By taking the maintenance of anonymity as the default best practice, I took that decision from my 

participants, believing that if I was to uphold the anonymity of the participants, I would be protecting 

them, without questioning what I would be protecting them from and whether they felt that they needed 

this protection.  

This lack of critical engagement over this notion of ‘protection’ in ethical practices was definitely 

reflected in my lack of experience as a first time researcher, the ethical language, protocols, and reems 

of professional discourse surrounding ‘research integrity’ and ‘protection’ was easy to follow because 

I knew no different. I had never conducted a research project before. My experience was having a piece 

of paper that said I understood research methods as a student in a classroom setting. Yet, in a practical 

setting this was different. The ideal types (Weber, 1978) of ‘anonymity’ and ‘confidentiality’ blurred 

into one another as I was now required to put my knowledge into practice and figure out a way to 

manage these in relation to my specific project. I was essentially reacting to each of these ideal types as 
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if they were the same thing, unaware at the time that keeping participants anonymous is an uphill, losing 

battle as somebody with enough tenacity could find their identity no matter how many attempts are 

made to block this (Tilley and Woodthorpe, 2011). Maintaining confidentiality is something entirely 

different as the researcher has control over what is written up and this is what, in reality, I was 

attempting to maintain. I frequently omitted pieces of data that participants requested be omitted and, 

as discussed earlier in the chapter I did not transcribe these pieces of data. I could achieve this with very 

little effort and, in reflection, this was all that was required. 

The way that this disjuncture between the best practice in ethical research and the reality of a research 

situation shaped my data collection was further revealed to me through the use of the consent form. 

This further affected the rapport between myself and the participant because it introduced an element 

of bureaucracy, which I found was particularly disruptive and assuming of my participants’ status. For 

example, despite efforts to make these forms as simple as possible, it could take a long time for some 

of the cremator operators, some of whom had left education at an early age, to read and fully understand 

the consent form enough to display their informed consent. That is, the work of the cremator operators 

requires little paper work; there are a few checklists to keep, and numbers to measure but, on the whole, 

the paper work is a smaller part of their labour. The standard way of introducing a consent form assumes 

that everybody has the same educational level but, in reality, this is not the case, especially in a social 

research project that is drawing on the experiences of those that generate value. The people that generate 

value in society through manual work have historically been marginalised populations (Marx, 2013; 

Skeggs, 2014). This bureaucracy has shaped my data collection with them as it worked as a way of 

undoing some of the becoming a part of the setting that I had established through rapport building. 

These ‘official’ forms put a barrier up between myself and the participant as I echo the discourse of a 

white collar institution that fails to understand the world of those outside of it.  

I also found a lack of empathy for my own position when planning this project at the start of my PhD 

journey. The institutional ethics form used asks general questions that require responses which do not 

grant much opportunity for researchers, particularly first time, early career researchers to think about 

self-protection. The questions are broad and general; the same for every project that passes through the 

process. I found that this shaped my data collection because the emotional challenges largely emerged 

during my fieldwork and the ethics process had not provided me with a foundation to think about how 

I might insulate myself from these. This affected my interpretation and reinterpretation of the data. For 

example, I witnessed the cremation of a baby and the management of the remains; the observation of, 

and cremation of, non-viable foetuses (deceased babies under 24 weeks); the smoking of a large corpse 

in the cremator escaping into the cremator room where I was standing, and being exposed to the smells 

of this. These moments were important for my data collection. Their sensitivity does affect this data as 

I visit and revisit these details when trying to make sense of them as part of the ethnographic data 

collection and analysis. This came to reflect Woodthorpe’s (2011) argument that it is unrealistic to 
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expect researchers studying death to remain detached from the topic, and that a challenge lies in 

managing one’s own distance when both in and outside of the research field, which I certainly found in 

the reinterpretation of the data gathered. 

An initiative that helped in both collecting and reflecting on data based in sensitive moments was my 

participation in a sensitive research discussion group that was set up as part of the Death and Culture 

Network at the University of York. This discussion group was called Researchers of Sensitive 

Interdisciplinary Issues, and it was formed of around a dozen PhD researchers, primarily from the 

University of York. Members of the group were from the social sciences and the humanities, and the 

group provided a way for researchers to speak about some of the sensitive moments that they had 

experienced in their research, as well as broader methodological issues that were beginning to arise. 

The group was valuable because it provided a means for thinking through the particularly difficult 

moments of research for which the current ethics procedure and ethics language does not provide any 

form of solution. It was through this group that I worked out strategies for revisiting the ethnographic 

descriptions made.  

This has been an invaluable tool for myself as a first time researcher as I was able to address the 

emotional difficulties faced during my fieldwork, which was unable to be addressed by what is an 

inflexible set of ethical considerations. In this way, the systems of support that I built in this group 

helped me to reinterpret the data gathered during the short term ethnographies and walking interviews, 

showing the value of discussion grounds for the ethnographic method. Certainly, this reflected 

Woodthorpe’s (2009) argument about emotions being able to contribute and divert from the research 

process. Initially, I found that the emotions triggered through this data collection could distract from 

the reinterpretation of the thick description gathered. This discussion group was able to be used to 

formulate these emotions as productive components of the research journey, where I was able to work 

with others in a similar situation to build them into the analysis of the data gathered. For, the researcher 

is never truly separate from their research data (Weber, 1978). 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has aimed to provide an account of the different forms of qualitative data that have offered 

the best ways to examine how value is generated out of and attached to the waste materials of the dead 

body during corpse disposal. This value generation, as discussed in the introductory chapter of this 

thesis, is seen as being rooted in the management of these waste materials of the corpse. As such, the 

methods used to collect the data have focused on this management in a variety of ways. At the start of 

the fieldwork period, a document analysis was undertaken of both UK legislation, as well as advice 

from government bodies and industry bodies. These were valuable because they guide the way that 

death professionals manage the waste materials of the corpse. Legislation in UK acts, such as the 
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Cremation Act (1952), provide the most foundational rules that crematorium staff need to follow when 

managing the waste materials of the corpse. Acts like these provide the rituals that death professionals 

must follow when generating value out of the waste materials of the dead body. Though, these are often 

general rules and, as such, there are many advisory documents that emerge from both government 

departments and industry advisory bodies in the death profession. These industry bodies provide codes 

of conduct that guide this management of the waste materials of the corpse and must be followed for 

the crematorium, natural burial ground, or funeral director to claim membership of these. However, the 

rest of the guidance is optional and, in contrast to the legislative acts, is viewed as rules that should be 

incorporated into the management of these waste materials. With these documents holding sway over 

the management of the waste materials of the corpse, they were seen as vital pieces of data. 

This document analysis provided me with a knowledge of the industry and the contact details for funeral 

directors, crematoria, and natural burial grounds in the UK, which influenced my ability to recruit 

human participants. I indicated above that many of these documents are optional guidance and, as a 

result, keeping the data to documentary would not have provided a complete data set of the reality of 

how death professionals manage the waste materials of the corpse. As such, I used two other methods 

to gather this data from the ground. The first was short term ethnography, which was used primarily 

with crematoria, and one funeral director. These generated extensive amounts of audio data from 

crematorium operators and managers about how they manage the waste materials of the corpse, pictures 

that were taken at the crematoria, as well as substantial thick description that I wrote up from field notes 

gathered at the site. From this, I was able to show how death professionals in the crematorium manage 

the waste materials of the corpse by drawing on how they understand what they do, as well as my own 

experiences of how they manage these materials from being there, too. I was also able to draw a clearer 

link between which of the documents analysed had a role in dictating the management of the waste 

materials, and which were irrelevant.  

In the second disposal culture of natural burial, I used walking interviews to view how the waste 

materials of the corpse were managed on natural burial grounds. Yet, I found that the conceptual line 

between short term ethnography and walking interview was very thin, experiencing ethnographic 

elements emerging from this. I was able to gather audio data about how natural burial ground operators 

and funeral directors understand their role of management. Once again, however, I was able to gather 

thick description, which was written up as I travelled back from these walking interviews. This has 

provided data that allows me to draw first hand on my own experience of how death professionals 

manage the waste materials of the corpse. Together, these provided data that has helped me to accurately 

show and unpick the management practices that I argue are key factors in the valuation of the waste 

materials of the corpse. 
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Chapter 4: The Pollution of Necro-Waste 

 

Introduction 

As they enter into the crematorium and the natural burial ground, the waste materials of the corpse 

(necro-waste) can present particular challenges to those managing them. Throughout this chapter, I 

outline these as pollutions (Douglas, 2002) that are attached to the waste materials of the corpse and 

must be overcome if these materials are to contain a positive use and exchange function. The aim of 

this chapter is therefore to outline the challenges that the pollutions of these wastes present in the 

disposal cultures of cremation and natural burial. In doing this, the chapter provides the context for 

answering the first of the research questions underpinning this thesis, specifically, how value is 

generated out of the waste materials of the corpse. This is because value generation involves reworking 

these pollution meanings into resource, which will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter. 

I root these pollutions in two classifications of ‘necro-waste’ (Olson, 2016a). The first classification 

focuses on ‘organic’ necro-waste, namely, materials from the corpse that are wet, and tissue based. 

These concern the ‘naturally’ occurring forms of waste from the dead body. In contrast the second 

classification addresses the artificial forms of necro-waste, which are chemical waste, such as 

embalming chemicals, or mercury based dental amalgam. These entail human interventions to the 

corpse either before or after death. It is important to note that these two classifications of waste materials 

from the corpse have been formulated on the basis of ethnographic, interview, and document data. I did 

this as a way of placing order on the increasingly complex settings of the crematorium and natural burial 

ground that I found myself in. Indeed, Bourdieu (2018: 12) conducted a series of lectures on this topic: 

“The classifications that we handle in the social world, which are the qualities that the 

sociologist encounters in the shape of properties given in advance, are therefore denominations 

which in a sense generate the properties of the object they nominate, and create its status.” 

This quote indicates the use of classifications in sociological analysis as a means of creating an object 

of analysis. Through classifying these wastes, I am able to separate the different features of both organic 

and artificial wastes. This aids me in highlighting the different aspects of the relationship between these 

pollutions and value generation. In short, through this practice of classification in research, I can place 

order onto the two disposal cultures of cremation and natural burial, and draw out objects of study for 

which the findings are based (Bowker and Star, 1999).  

Within the organic necro-waste classification, tissue based materials were particularly polluting in the 

crematorium. They only affected natural burial prior to the burial of the dead body. The example of 

organic necro-waste that I focus on in this chapter concerns the presence of human fat in the 

crematorium. Fats presented significant problems of control for those managing the deceased in the 
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crematorium. Specifically, fats could spit out of the cremators on fire, making it difficult to control 

when and where the materials would splatter, as well as presenting issues of safety for crematorium 

staff as molten fat risks spilling on them. Most importantly, however, the fats would provide an obstacle 

for value generation in the crematorium by contaminating the dryness of bone fragments that would 

become cremated remains. My argument is that these pollution problems are rooted in how these fats 

change as they come into contact with crematorium technology, other materials, and crematorium staff.  

In contrast, artificial necro-waste was found to be relevant to both disposal cultures. The chemicals 

problematic to natural burial were embalming fluids, particularly the formaldehyde used to preserve the 

body. Natural burial, I argue, is dominated by ecological rituals that work to feed the nature of the 

natural burial ground. These ecological memorial rituals emphasise maintaining the biodiversity of the 

ground, which is connected to the nature of the ground being able to thrive. The ground is therefore 

formulated in nature, which the ecological rituals help to maintain. These are entangled, presenting the 

natural burial ground as what Haraway (2003) has called a natureculture. Embalming fluids 

problematise this natureculture by unsettling the ecological rituals present in the ground as they halt the 

decomposition of the body and also risk seeping chemicals into the landscape that can harm other life. 

The burial of embalmed bodies show how ecological memorialisation rituals and personal 

memorialisation rituals can be at odds. If embalmed, the deceased and bereaved are forced into a 

dialogue between giving the body back to nature, and taking back the right to do so. This forces a narrow 

form of knowledge on the natural environment that is closed to the importance of multi-species 

relations, which is problematic because this is important to the disposal culture of natural burial. 

In cremation, however, artificial necro-wastes proved problematic for the onset of an ecological culture 

into the operation of cremation, rather than unsettling those ecological rituals currently present. I focus 

on mercury emissions that have become the target of filtration by the UK Government and EU policy. 

My argument is that mercury emissions are policed as a public health issue since the justifications for 

their elimination are a way of keeping them from entering into the human food supply through fish 

consumption. Though, they also present a deeper problem that is understated in the document dataset 

gathered in this thesis. That is, mercury emissions pollute the culture of cremation by potentially 

revealing its inner workings as a production space. This is important because the tying together of 

cremation and production has burdened it throughout its history. This connotation was seen as an 

undignified treatment of the deceased, casting the processing of corpses into identical objects (Davies, 

2005). The presence of these smokes liken the crematorium to a factory where objects are made and 

surplus waste splutters through the chimney. This is a problem for maintaining an image of dignifying 

the deceased person, instead presenting an image that the remains are treated as a series of objects that 

are processed one after another, with no distinction between them.  
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Each of these points are then drawn together in the conclusion to show the types of pollution problems 

that the production process of corpse disposal attempts to overcome if value is to be generated out of 

the waste materials of the corpse. Value generation emerges through overcoming these pollution 

problems, which I highlight in chapter five. In this way, chapter four is detailing the context for the 

answer to the first research question.  

 

4.1 ‘Organic’ Necro-Waste 

Organic necro-waste refers to the wet, tissue based substances of the corpse. These wet materials are 

the fats, organs, skins, muscles, bloods and other bodily liquids that spill from beyond the barriers of 

the corpse. Of note is that the cremation process aims to reduce the moisture of the dead body. This is 

reflected in the guide to cremations and crematoria presented by the Federation of Burial and Cremation 

Authorities (2016): 

This is the reduction by oxidisation of the human body and the coffin in which it is enclosed to 

an irreducible minimum. The primary function of the process is to exhaust all moisture from 

the body (which is normally in excess of 60% water) and from the coffin and other coverings. 

Then to consume all remaining combustible material, leaving only the calcium residue of the 

bone structure, incombustible material from the coffin, casket or container and any non-

combustible metals, e.g. metal used in the construction of the coffin, medical implants etc. This 

material is known collectively as the Cremated Remains or Ashes of the deceased person. 

Thus, the wetness of this organic matter is particularly relevant as it is the mission of cremation to 

reduce these wet materials and leave them as dry sets of cremated remains. The quote states that the 

remains must be reduced to an ‘irreducible’ minimum. If wet materials are present, then the task of 

cremation is not completed as the wet, organic materials of the corpse signify that there is still more to 

reduce. In this way, wet materials are surplus waste to the production of cremated remains that must be 

disintegrated before the production process can be moved on. This was seen frequently in the 

crematorium, and was reinforced by Tony, a crematorium operator at Crematorium 2: 

Tony (Crematorium 2): The idea being that when there’s no flame left, there’s nothing 

organic left to burn. Everything’s gone – you’ve just got your bones left. That’s how you’re 

supposed to gauge when it’s done. This one, the flame will go off when it reaches 905C – 

temperature will go down when it reaches a certain temperature, it will think I’m too cold now, 

and then the flame will come back on. And it will keep doing that until you stop it. 

… As long as there is nothing organic from the person, that’s fine. You basically rake it all out 

down into here, and it cools, you drop it down and you take it out. 

The organic, wet waste materials can therefore provide a measure of when the cremation process has 

been complete. They notify the operator that more time is needed for the dry, ideal, waste materials to 

emerge. The importance of this is that this gauging by the crematorium operator occurs when the organic 

materials are inside the cremator. Inside the cremator, organic necro-wastes are controllable by the 
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application of heat; an automatic process of the cremator machines in Crematorium 2, which maintain 

a target heat range. More heat is applied through a central flame when the temperature drops, and then 

this flame is shut off once the target temperature has been met. As such, this heat is visually manifested 

by a flame in two ways. First, the application of heat is seen from the flame blown into the central 

chamber, which indicates the temperature in the cremator. Second, I found that the organic materials 

are able to be visualised through a small ‘peep hole’ in the cremation chamber. In temperatures as high 

as these, the wet materials are represented by flames lingering across the bed of the cremator. They are 

small flames, lit like twigs to the side of a bonfire. Each of these can then be used by the operator to 

gauge whether the cremation is completed. This shows how, when inside the cremator, these wet, 

organic materials are able to be controlled by the operators in the crematorium. 

The pollution problems emerge when these wet, organic waste materials leave the safety of the 

cremator. As Tony (Crematorium 2) had mentioned, only when there is nothing organic remaining can 

the raking commence. This means that only the dry remains of bone fragments and metal should be able 

to leave the bricked inner walls of the cremator. Tony’s quote indicates that this is because the wet 

waste materials are the organic fixtures of the dead body. The organic-ness of the materials is tied to 

their material consistency. When they are wet, they are organic; they can decay. When they are dried 

bone, they appear to be something else to those working with them; a valuable, reusable material that 

forms the cremated remains. This is what distinguishes the dry and wet in the crematorium; a materially 

enforced notion of risk, whereby the wet can decay, changing into some other material unknown. The 

bone becomes the cremated remains, and is used to memorialise the deceased. It is the product, the 

funeral commodity (Olson, 2016a) that must be separated from the wet materials to maintain the purity 

of the dried bone (Douglas, 2002). This shows how the wetness of the organic necro-waste can prove 

an obstacle to value generation since it contaminates the funeral commodity generated out of cremation. 

This notion of wet wastes contaminating dry materials speaks to prior academic work about the different 

management techniques used in disposing of wet and dry wastes in household settings and landfill. 

Specifically, Beall (1997) has noted how South Asian communities have classified wet wastes as being 

impure. Anantharaman (2014) carries this into the setting of the Indian landfill. She found that dry 

wastes were entangled with notions of recyclability, whilst wet wastes were designated for removal. 

These two South Asian examples of the management of wet and dry wastes show how these share 

immense similarities with the cultural classification practices in a series of crematoria in Northern 

England. It is the wet, organic materials, like those in Anantharaman’s study, that are the subject of 

removal in the crematorium, with the dry wastes forming the materials for recyclability. Thus, this 

classification system is not something rooted only in English crematoria. These classifications of pure 

(dry)/impure (wet) can be seen as globally recognised waste management practices. 
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Whilst wetness was problematic in the crematorium, my particular example of polluting organic necro-

waste is fat, which is materially different to liquids as it forms a tar, treacle like substance. A viscous 

material that functions unlike the waters usually associated with ‘liquid’. Yet, it is not a solid. It is 

unable to be controlled as a firm and stable shape. These fats exist on the periphery between 

classifications of liquid and solid. This echoes Douglas’ (2013) extended introduction of Purity and 

Danger, where she argues that treacle does not settle neatly within classifications of liquid or solid. It 

is an ambiguous substance, which only problematizes how one is expected to control it as it seemingly 

belongs nowhere. I found that this was relevant to the material consistency of spilling fats; sticky, slow 

moving materials that are not quite liquid, but nor are they solids. Rather, their make up formulates 

them as polluting material since they exist between these stable, pure, classifications of materials and 

lack the aspects of control that can be subjected to either liquid or solid (Fischer, 2004). 

Pollutions, however, are not solely located in the material consistency of fats as an ambiguous 

substance. Rather, I argue that the pollution problems of fats are rooted in their reactivity to cremator 

technology; the crematorium staff; and other materials. My use of the term reactivity focuses on how a 

material changes in relation to its surroundings. I want to be clear, my data reflects that these materials 

do have a form of agency. This speaks to Knappett and Malafouris’ (2008: xiv) work, whereby they 

argue for a material agency. They note how agency has classically been understood as a property of the 

human, but that the concept can extend far beyond the intentionality of action that lies in human 

consciousness. My use of the term reactivity centres on the notion that these waste materials of the 

corpse have agency and are able to (re)act in accordance to other phenomena around them, and that this 

furthers their pollutions. Thus, the argument moves beyond this notion that pollution is solely located 

in ambiguous material consistency (Douglas, 2013), but rather that pollution problems are worsened by 

the way that these fatty materials react to poorly maintained cremators, other materials, and the 

crematorium staff. It is important to note here that these do not stand apart from one another, but rather 

I found that reactions of fat to other materials and crematorium staff tend to emerge from their reactions 

to the crematorium technologies. 

Derek, a crematorium operator at Crematorium 1 helps to explain this reaction of fatty materials to the 

crematorium technology. He explains how the fat emerged from the cremators before they upgraded 

their machinery: 

Derek (Crematorium 1): On average a cremation’s like 80-90 minutes, but the big obese ones, 

they can be three hours, bout 150-200, depending on size cause we have to cremate them on a 

different setting which is – it’s like we’ve got to cool the machine down a bit before we charge 

in. Basically, it’s cremating slower cause there’s that much body fat, it can’t – if it went in hot 

all the body fat could end up spilling out so when we rake down into the chamber, which it used 

to do on the old machines, which is not very pleasant.    

Researcher: So, the liquefying fat would come out? 
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Derek (Crematorium 1): Yeah, basically. All the fat, yeah – cause them big obese people only 

have the same skeleton as you and I. 

Corpses containing high levels of fat must be cremated at a lower temperature, which takes longer as 

the fats must be slowly stripped away. If these bigger bodies were subjected to the same cremation 

temperatures as a smaller body, the fat would heat up and spill out of the cremator, as the operator rakes 

the bones and metals out for cooling. The fats are sources of disgust for the operators of the technology, 

like Derek, whose job it is to rake out the bone fragments and process the remains. As he says, it’s not 

very pleasant to contend with those liquids when the job is to rake out the dry remnants of the deceased. 

Indeed, the fats are out of place (Douglas, 2002) since raking is done to dry remains; bone fragments 

and loose pieces of metal. This shows how these fats can react to the older, lesser maintained models 

of cremators. This occurs through the high intensity of a temperature that the fatty materials in the 

corpse react to, liquefy, and spill from the machine in response, formulating a pollution problem by 

stimulating disgust in the operator in response. 

Significantly, at Crematorium 1, these problems of disgust from the fat spills have since ceased as Derek 

notes that they have not experienced these spilling fats since changing the manufacturer of their 

cremators. In contrast however, this relationship between technology and pollution was found at 

Crematorium 2, which had different makes of cremator and cremulator to Crematorium 1. At 

Crematorium 2, there had been attempts to change the machines during the time that I was there. This 

was because they were experiencing serious maintenance issues with their current machinery, as stated 

by the manager, Andy: 

Andy (Crematorium 2): We’ve got two (machines) at the moment, but we’re having major 

problems with the manufacturer regarding maintenance.  

…If it doesn’t comply, then it’s up to the manufacturer to put it right. But when you haven’t got 

any faith in the manufacturer – what are they doing? I mean, are they putting it right? 

Andy makes an important point about the relationship between pollution and the trust being placed in 

the manufacturer of the cremator. It is seemingly the responsibility of the manufacturer to ensure that 

the machinery is maintained and functional. Without doing this, the fats react to the cremator technology 

and present significant pollution problems of control to those working in the crematorium. Control of 

these materials is important for value generation as, if the properties of a material cannot be controlled, 

it cannot provide a consistent use or exchange. For example, if the cremator temperature is too high, 

uncontrollable treacle like substances of fatty material can contaminate the dryness of bone that 

formulate funeral commodities. In this way, a lack of control of the materials provides an obstacle for 

the generation of value of the waste materials of the corpse. 

There are two significant pollution problems of control present in the quotes above. The first is short 

term. That is, the fats spill and cannot be contained when the cremator door opens; they do not interact 
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with the rake in the same way that dry bone fragments do. They offer a challenge to conventional 

management techniques in the crematorium by contaminating the dry remains that would become the 

funeral commodity. The second is a more long term issue, which is that the leaking fats illustrate the 

dysfunction of the machinery and reinforce a lack of trust in its manufacturer. Crematorium staff cannot 

always fix the machinery when there is an error.12 In these moments, they rely on the manufacturer but, 

as Andy (Crematorium 2) asks: When you haven’t got any faith in the manufacturer – what are they 

doing? I mean, are they putting it right? Indeed, it is the reaction of fats to the machinery that 

emphasises this disconnect between manufacturers and crematorium managers as the faulty, poorly 

maintained machinery reinforces the pollutions from spilling fats, the errors allowing them to breach 

the smallest cracks of the machine. 

At Crematorium 2 I found that they had experienced extensive issues involving fat spilling from their 

cremator machines. Tony echoed what Derek (Crematorium 1) had mentioned about fat and extended 

on it: 

Tony (Crematorium 2): …When you get a really big person we get what we used to call a fat 

fire. It’s where a person burns too quickly. All the fat liquefies. With these, it can run out – 

they’re not quite level. It runs forward, it runs down out the back, but it’s on fire. Your 

temperature goes up, your pressure increases in there, so they can over pressurise, so they can 

spit out at you. It’s not good. It shouldn’t really happen. It should be able to control it. But, this 

one especially can’t. 

…But, basically it’s like molten fat on fire – it will run out, so it will run into your ash container 

and it will fill up, and it is horrible. It’s like black tar, its awful stuff. But as it’s over 

pressurising, it can spit, so it will find somewhere to spit it out of. And quite often with these, it 

will spit it out on top of your ash pile. It will basically just spit molten fire out at you. 

An aspect of this pollution is related to the way the machines were built. When the temperatures had 

not lowered sufficiently, Tony would experience the fats running out of the uneven machinery during 

the cremation process due to high temperatures causing the fats to liquefy. The fats spilled onto the 

orange linoleum flooring of the cremator room, leaving a visible charred residue, which further 

emphasised their presence. It reacted to the material of the floor by sticking to the surface and burning 

into it. The fats reacted in their sticking and melting into the floor and, as Tony showed me around the 

cremator room, I could see the black treacle residues from where these fat spills had occurred. They 

lingered on the undersides of the technology, far away from where any staff member would ever reach. 

At first, they looked like scorch marks, and it turned out that these black scorches were burns, but they 

were raised off the ground due to the fats being molten. They had melted into the indents on the orange 

linoleum, but there was enough fat to cover these indents and overhang, leaving them risen from the 

 
12 It is important to note that the role of crematorium staff is not passive. In the next chapter, I will detail their 

techniques for ensuring that organic materials are removed from the cremator in these instances. 
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ground. As I looked at this, I got a sense that there had been a fire as the scorching carried up the bars 

holding up the cremator.  

This reaction of the fats therefore occurs in relation to the machinery of the cremator, through its poor 

levelling, and overheating creating a situation where the fats could spill from the cremator. Yet, this 

example also shows how the fats reacted to the other surfaces. In its reaction to the oxygen, it catches 

on fire, carrying a flame that poses a particular danger for anybody nearby, creating what Tony called 

the fat fire. As they seep from the cremator, they react to the oxygen, shooting out as flames, risking 

burning for the crematorium staff. This is how the pollution problems of these materials crystallise in 

accordance to how they react to cremator technologies and other materials. 

This reaction of the fats to oxygen and technology impact the mobility of these fats. As Tony 

(Crematorium 2) notes, the fat reacts to the pressure building inside the machine by sometimes spitting 

out of it; flecks of molten treacle shooting in a hundred different ways. The danger is multiplied as 

spitting fat is less able to be controlled, with an increased risk of burning. Whilst the rivers of fat that 

run through the cremator room can be cordoned off, diverted, and contained in a specific area, spitting 

fat can end up almost anywhere. What can be seen here is the different ways that these fats react to the 

cremators, ‘spitting’ in this example in comparison to ‘spilling’ in the example given by Derek 

(Crematorium 1).  

Within this reactivity, issues of control of the materials can further be seen as they risk physical danger 

to the labourer through burning, much like the sparks that ignite in steel works. Like sparks, small 

specks of superheated fat emerge from a reactivity between the fat, oxygen, and machine pressure. In 

this form of speck, the fats fly in small amounts, with wider radius, meaning that it is able to get to land 

on the skin, or alternatively seep through the boundaries of the labourer’s body since they are smaller, 

more inconspicuous, and therefore can enter into smaller openings.  

When reacting to the cremator technology, the fats move in numerous different directions. One of these 

directions is down through the hole that the bone fragments are raked into, which connects to a metal 

container underneath the cremator where the remains cool before being cremulated. Tony, the operator 

at crematorium 2, notes how in reacting to the overheating of a cremator, the spitting fat treacle can 

enter into this hole and spit directly on top of the remains cooling underneath. As they drip down, they 

are polluting to other deceased people that have been cremated in the crematorium. With fats spitting 

onto the dry remains of a person, the fat contaminates the purity of these, spilling into the ash containers 

as specks, as well as more concentrated liquids. The treacle-like substance of fat contaminates the 

dryness of the valuable, pure bone fragments of the ‘deceased’. It is crucial that these remain dry for 

them to be formulated into the funeral product of the cremated remains, yet with the presence of these 

treacle-like materials, this dryness of the bone is compromised. This impurity of the fats is expressed 

by Tony’s mentioning of them as “awful stuff”. They are particularly awful because they infringe on 
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the purity of another deceased person’s remains. Though, this pollution problem is due to the way that 

the fats have reacted to the cremator machinery, which is why they are spitting. It is also within this 

reaction between materials that one can find the pollution problem embedded in. Therefore, it is how 

the fats have reacted to the deceased’s remains, and how the deceased’s remains have reacted to the fats 

that make them contaminatory to purity in the first place. Their distinct material forms (Douglas, 2013) 

providing the foundation of their pollution, but the moment of reaction between the two crystallising 

the pollution problem. 

This point about the relationship between the reactions of fat to technology and other material, I found 

that features built into the cremators could make the pollution of fat materials worse. Specifically, inside 

the machines at Crematorium 2, there was a procedure that used water in an attempt to cool the burning 

fats: 

Tony (Crematorium 2): …So, they have a water cooler in them and, basically, if the 

temperature gets too high, it sprays water into them, which is utterly ridiculous. It’s just 

ridiculous. There could be an inch of water on there, and it just runs out and all that fat is on 

top of it, on fire. It’s the messiest thing you’ve ever seen. It’s disgusting. We just turn it off 

straight away. 

The introduction of new liquids into the fat fire makes the pollution worse, as reflected in fire regulation 

codes, which state that water should not be added on a fatty fire13 (Fire Safety Advice Centre – Fire 

Extinguisher Classes, 2021). This is because the wet materials of water and fat are of different 

consistencies and make-up, with fats not integrating into the water and breaking down. They react to 

one another unable to merge, separating out as entirely different layers of a multi-material river of 

disgust. The water sinks through the fat; the fat lies on top of the water on fire, floating, carried by the 

water. A key point mentioned by Tony is that it’s the messiest thing you’ve ever seen. It’s disgusting. 

This mess is what happens when the fat reacts to the introduction of the water. It only increases the 

disgust of the materials as they are no longer separate materials, but rather a glob that differs from other 

treacle and lacks classification. The pollution problems persist, and their reactions to both the cremator 

protocols and other materials only make them more unpleasant for those managing them.  

The reactivity of these fatty wastes can also be seen in relation to how they react in response to 

crematorium staff members. Specifically, Tony picked a metal container up and showed me some of 

the remnants. To further articulate this, I can draw on thick description gathered from field notes I took 

when this had occurred. The residue fats had been festering in the corner of this now disused metal 

container that was left to the side of the crematorium. In the corner of the metal container was a long 

smudge of black that stuck to the spot where two sides of the container met. Tony put his finger on it, 

and it was still slimy, wet, and slippery. I could not smell it but, for some unknown reason, I could 

 
13 https://www.firesafe.org.uk/portable-fire-extinguisher-general/  

https://www.firesafe.org.uk/portable-fire-extinguisher-general/
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imagine how it tasted – salty. I think that it was because during my conversation with Andy earlier, he 

had made a joke about getting it on your chips. I could not remove that visual. As Tony placed his finger 

into it, I don’t think he expected for it to still be wet. His eyes gave this away as they widened. When 

he rubbed it between his finger and thumb it turned a shade of orange; it was shiny, and looked oily. It 

was delayering in front of my eyes; from the outer black layers, to its inner rusty orange. Tony began 

to talk me through it as I stared at his finger and then back into the metallic box. I was glad that I had 

my Dictaphone and was recording the exchange. My focus was purely on the now orange tips of his 

finger and thumb. 

Crucially, the fat reacted to Tony as he put his finger into it and then rubbed it between his fingers. It 

was no longer static, but it changed shape and colour reacting the edges of Tony’s finger and thumb. 

His interaction with the fat residues revealed their inner layers, rather than keeping us at its outer 

appearance of black and somewhat sticky and solidified. The interaction brought out new forms of 

materiality, revealing its oiliness; it’s shiny, orange hue. Suddenly, its treacleness has given way to its 

oiliness. It was reactive, and it was this reactiveness of the material that made me begin to imagine a 

more intimate relationship with it; being drawn into thoughts about its smell and taste. In many ways, 

through their reactivity to the crematorium operator’s finger and thumb, the fats went from being 

passive residues in a container to becoming an active pollution that caused disgust for both myself and 

the operator who quickly went to wash his hands afterwards. What this reflects is the way that danger 

imbued within these polluting materials can lie dormant for some time, but, unless it is removed, it can 

reignite as a potentially uncontrollable substance that can pose problematic to the health and morale of 

the labourer tasked with generating value of the waste materials of the corpse.  

The pollution issues of control highlighted above are rooted in the reactiveness of the fats to Tony’s 

finger and thumb. When these fat residues were static, they were undesirable, but controllable. They 

can be put to the side, out of the way in an old, disused metal container. When they are reactive, they 

are particularly polluting as they became present to me and entered into my consciousness. With a flick, 

the oily, wet fats could have splashed onto me, perhaps entering into my nose, eyes, or mouth. What 

would it taste of? This is a thought that is almost unbearable to consider, but as Tony’s fingers ran over 

the oily rusty orange hue of fat, that disgust inched closer to me. Oils are sticky and hard to remove. 

You can wash them, but the glistening residue often still remains. If those fat oils were splashed onto 

me, it could take some time and effort to remove them. After a wash, perhaps they still remain on my 

body. After a length of time, there’s a risk those contaminating materials could become a part of me, 

running into my blood and into my inner bodily system. At this point, there would be no way to remove 

them.  

This reactiveness of oily substances both resonates with and challenges the work of Dant and Bowles 

(2003) who explore the significance of dirt in the labour of technicians that service and repair private 
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cars. Their point about oil is that it is a form of dirt, but they move away from the cultural, symbolic 

notion of this dirt. Instead, they focus on the more practical aspects of dealing with the presence of dirt, 

highlighting the more physical aspects of its removal as being important. Tony demonstrated this by 

immediately leaving to wash his hands after rubbing the fat between his fingers as the oils emerged and 

the colours changed from black to rusty orange. Yet, the presence of this fat was not physically removed 

as he put the metal container back to where it always had been to the side of the room. He did not wash 

it, but rather chose to forget about it, symbolically marginalising it to the side of the room.  

Yet, what is understated by Dant and Bowles is the reactiveness of the materials and how this plays a 

role in their pollution. Their research hints at the presence of the oils being the source of dirt but, as I 

have shown here, the dirtiness is important because this frequently changes, and increases pollution 

when the materials come into contact with technology, other materials, and crematorium staff. The dark 

residues in the corner of the metal container did not stop Tony from reaching his finger in and interacting 

with it. If it’s the physical aspects of oil emerging from the fat, with its glistening orange black, 

sliminess, and dirtiness that causes problems, this point clearly shows that there’s more to this analysis 

of oil than Dant and Bowles suggest. The point of danger emerges when these materials become 

reactive, change colour and consistency in response to people, technology, and other materials that 

encourages disgust and pollution behaviours, rather than simply being tied to their arguably taken for 

granted existence. The fats face a lack of control causing disgust, a danger to health, and an obstacle for 

value generation out of the dry bone that cremation achieves. For this reason, the reactiveness of fat 

demonstrates the pollution problems of control that emerge from the presence of organic necro-waste 

in the crematorium. These, in turn, provide obstacles for the generation of value out of these waste 

materials by threatening to contaminate other useful, dry materials, and also affecting the health and 

morale of the labourer tasked with generating this value. 

 

4.2 ‘Artificial’ Necro-Waste 

 

4.2.1 Embalming Chemicals: Unsettling the Entanglement between Ecological Ritual and 

Natural Landscape 

Whilst organic necro-waste highlights the natural, tissue based materials of the corpse, the classification 

of artificial necro-waste contains the chemically based, human interventions on the corpse, or the body 

while it was alive. Embalming fluids were particularly problematic in natural burial as the chemicals 

are designed to halt the decomposition of the body to preserve it. This is contrasted with the core, 

ecologically based value of natural burial, which is to facilitate the biodiversity of the ground by 

allowing the corpse to decompose and feed the flora. The restrictions placed on embalming are a largely 

ecologically driven mandate to ensure that corpses do decompose into the ground. This is illustrated by 
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the Ministry of Justice’s (2009: 1) guidance for natural burial ground operators, which positions 

ecological concerns as a central motivator for the increased interest in this disposal method:  

Interest in natural death has grown as people have become increasingly concerned about the 

emissions and fuel-use associated with cremation, the use of stone for memorials (often shipped 

considerable distances from overseas quarries), or the use of formaldehyde for embalming, 

which has an adverse effect upon groundwater. 

Within this Government guidance document, there is a notion that the interest in natural burial is about 

overcoming ecological risks, such as fuel-use in cremation, or the burial of formaldehyde into the 

ground, which is common in the use of traditional burials. Natural burial is, ideally, a way of burying a 

non embalmed body that decomposes into the ground to help feed and grow the natural landscape. It 

contains ecological memorialisation rituals, such as using a cardboard coffin and placing natural fabrics 

on the corpse that break down quickly after burial. Through these, the disposal culture of natural burial 

is about ‘giving your body back’ to nature, as Rumble (2010) argues.  

Both this Ministry of Justice document and Rumble’s research point to a collision between nature and 

culture in natural burial. The culture of ecology, reflected by ecological values and rituals designed to 

uphold the biodiversity of the ground, are combined with the nature at the burial ground. The two have 

been entangled in these Ministry of Justice documents, as well previous academic work (Plumwood, 

2008; Rumble, 2010; Davies & Rumble, 2012; Rumble et al, 2014; Olson, 2016; Krupar, 2018). What 

I aim to show through the following discussion of the burial of the embalmed corpse in natural burial 

is how these two entangled aspects of culture and nature are unpicked and unsettled by the introduction 

of embalming chemicals into the ground. Specifically, rituals of personal memorialisation, such as those 

of embalming the body (Parsons, 2003) or having a gravestone and leaving memorial items, such as 

framed photographs, are at odds with the ecological rituals of feeding the flora of the ground. This 

disjuncture is further seen in the Association of Natural Burial Ground’s Code of Conduct (2013: 2):   

Association members will take all reasonable steps to conserve existing local wildlife, promote 

biodiversity and manage their projects according to sound sustainable and ecological 

principles.  

Association members will only accept embalmed bodies for burial in exceptional circumstances 

such as repatriation. 

There is a restriction over the burial of embalmed bodies, reinforcing this notion that there is an 

entanglement between ecology and natural burial. Yet, there is the inclusion of exceptional 

circumstances, which is taken to mean repatriation. This caveat shows how the ecologically based ban 

on embalmed bodies can be unsettled by the personal. For instance, if I die abroad and must be 

embalmed, why should I not be allowed to follow my wishes and be buried in nature close to where I 

lived my entire life? At the same time, however, if even one body laced with embalming chemicals is 

buried on the ground, how can the ecological purity of the ground be ensured? What does this mean for 
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those people buried on the ground that signed up for the ecological aspects? These two underlying 

cultures represented by personal and ecological memorialisation rituals in natural burial are seemingly 

at odds, with the ecological memorialisation aspects being the taken for granted ideal of the ‘green’ 

burial, and the personal aspects of memorialisation keenly challenging these. This is something that 

artificial necro-wastes both reveal and exacerbate, showing how these pollution problems of embalming 

chemicals bleed into the very fabric of natural burial as a disposal culture. 

The entanglement between the ecological and natural is echoed by Anne, a natural burial ground 

operator who runs a ground that is younger and smaller than the others in the sample. It’s also important 

to note that whilst some of the natural burial ground operators in the sample are funeral directors 

(Leanne and Jay), with the ground being part of their funerary business, Anne is not. Her role in 

maintaining the ground is a voluntary one. I captured the experience of the ground and the way that 

Anne interacted with it within the thick description gathered at Natural Burial Ground 3. Anne lives 

next door to the ground that appears more like a garden, bordering on a small ‘formal’ cemetery as she 

calls it, with the pristine gravestones and mown grass making it a neat and controlled space. This is 

separated by a small gate that forms a boundary, keeping it separate from the unruly natural burial 

ground, with its high trees, and taller, uneven grass. Surrounding us are a series of farmer’s fields, which 

are blocked from view on the natural burial ground by a series of these tall trees. As we walk around 

the ground, Anne prunes vegetation that poses a danger to the natural biodiversity, and does some other 

gardening. As she kneels down to cut away a weed, I ask her:   

Researcher: Are there any instances where you might accept somebody who’s been embalmed?  

Anne (Natural Burial Ground 3): We’ve never been asked. I don’t think the clerk has ever 

been asked for that, so I don’t- because that goes against the ethos of it, doesn’t it? 

Anne’s answer is particularly relevant for the point being made because the ethos of natural burial is 

clearly ecological to her. There is more to unpack from the sights of the ground as it is clearly ‘natural’ 

in its identity, the distinction of it from the formal burial ground being manifested in the boundary that 

the gate plays between the two grounds. On one side of the gate is the pristine, artificial, formal 

cemetery. On the other side of the gate is the natural burial ground, where grass is not mown in the same 

way; there are no gravestones; and the vegetation is left unkempt, pruned only when something risks 

the biodiversity of the ground. The importance of this nature can be further emphasised by Anne when 

she explains how she maintains the nature on the ground: 

Anne (Natural Burial Ground 3): It’s very seasonal. So, in September, we’ll cut it all right 

back; we won’t mow it like this, we’ll cut it right down and then in the spring time, all the spring 

flowers come. This is the most untidy it gets. But, then we like it because all this is food for the 

birds. And we get flocks of little tiny birds coming and swaying on and eating all the seeds. And 

that’s lovely isn’t it? 
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Anne shows how the seasons are utilised to manage the natural growth of the ground. At its densest 

concentration of vegetation, at its most unruly; the ground is at its most valuable, feeding surrounding 

forms of life. Taking these two quotes from Anne, I argue that embalming stands against a clear 

philosophy underpinning the ecological values of natural burial, which emphasises the multi-species 

relationships at the ground. In this way the embalmed provide an obstacle to the generation of value by 

polluting the biodiversity on the natural burial ground. Embalmed burials are almost unthinkable, and 

the ecological interests are seen to fold into the growth of a natural landscape. This shows how ecology 

and nature become entangled as the ecological cultures of giving back to the earth through 

decomposition of the corpse are closely tied to the natural growth of the flora in the ground. These are 

compounded in the celebration of multi-species relationships, whereby human corpses feed a ground 

that provides food and feeds the birds, which in turn feed predators. 

This point speaks to Haraway’s (2003) Companion Species Manifesto where she situates human and 

companion species’ relationships as illuminating the way that subject/object, modernity/postmodernity, 

carbon/silicon, and, importantly for this discussion, nature/culture binaries clash together and become 

unsettled. My specific interest is in how this example of the natural burial ground reflects Haraway’s 

concept of the natureculture. That is, the interaction between human and companion species is seen in 

the human giving their body to the earth after death and the way that this then feeds companion life (as 

in Anne’s quote; the birds). Throughout this section of the chapter, I have been indicating that any kind 

of nature/culture binary is unsettled on the natural burial grounds within the sample. This is particularly 

evident in the way that ecological rituals, such as the use of natural fibres in the clothing and 

ecologically friendly coffins in the burial, do not sit polar opposite to the nature. Rather, the binary is 

closed since the two, ecological ritual (culture) and the natural landscape (nature) have become 

entangled. The ecological memorialisation rituals have formed a key part of the natural burial culture, 

which further reinforce the nature on the ground, as reflected in the natural death movement within 

which these burial rituals are situated (Callender et al, 2012). Anne’s quotes go to show how the 

interaction between these ecologically underpinned death rituals and the growth of nature at the ground 

manifest the natural burial ground as a natureculture. 

Latimer and Miele (2013: 9) develop this notion of the natureculture and argue that “…a rethinking of 

culture has to be brought alongside a politics of nature.” They look towards the ways that species are 

used in science and, in particular, draw on Haraway’s (2008) notion of ‘affect’ to highlight the 

attachment and movement of human/non-human relationships in the scientific lab setting. In working 

towards this end, they unsettle the narrow focus of ‘human’ that has been incorporated into scientific 

knowledge thus far. A certain element of Latimer and Miele’s (2013) work helps me to think through 

this analysis on artificiality on the natural burial ground. That is, how a taken for granted entanglement 

between ecological culture and natural burial–whereby an ecological focus has changed the values 

relating to human dying (Plumwood, 2008)–has been problematized by these pollutions of embalming 
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chemicals. I argue that these embalming chemicals represent what Latimer and Miele (2013) are 

attempting to unsettle: those forms of knowledge that play to the narrow conception of the human, 

closed off from the wider aspects of life that surround it. Underpinning embalming knowledge are the 

personal desires to memorialise the deceased. In preserving the body, the embalming chemicals open 

up interactions with the corpse that decomposition closes. Yet, at the same time, they close the doors  

that this decomposition opens.  

As such, the burial of embalming chemicals forces a rethinking of the culture represented through 

ecological rituals, which is undertaken alongside a politics of nature at the natural burial ground. My 

point is that the disposal cultures entangled within nature have been unsettled by the burial of 

embalming chemicals on the grounds. This is illustrated by the way that the cultural ecological rituals 

are challenged by a personal culture of memorialisation rituals. Taking the frameworks laid out by 

Haraway (2003; 2008) and Latimer and Miele (2013) forward, ecological rituals emerge from a different 

knowledge where efforts are made to feed the flora of the ground and emphasise human and inhuman 

relations. On the other hand, embalming chemicals represent the older, narrower basis of scientific 

knowledge, intertwined with a human exceptionalism (Plumwood, 2008; Hird, 2012). In essence, 

embalming reflects a strict separation of culture from nature, further reinforcing the culture/nature 

binary. This is evidenced by the purpose of embalming science to preserve the body from its natural 

decomposition (Trompette and Lemonnier, 2008; Troyer, 2020), which certainly reflects Olson’s (2014) 

suggestion that the practice of embalming the corpse is formulated as part of a mortuary science that 

seeks to place order on the chaos of the decomposing dead body. Yet, as well as this, a more indirect 

feature is also present, which separates the dead body from ecological life on the natural burial ground. 

The two distinct forms of knowledge, of multi-species engagement and human exceptionalism, do 

reflect the cultures that ecological ritual and embalming science come to occupy and represent. 

Embalming of the corpse represents a culture that does not infiltrate nature, but rather exists in a binary 

relationship with it through its purpose of placing order on the nature of the decomposing corpse (Olson, 

2014), which comes to also sequestrate it from nature on the nature burial ground. Though, the 

ecological ritual is the opposite to this, where it represents a culture that is deeply entangled within the 

nature on the natural burial ground. Knowledge of natural fabrics, shrouds, and coffins come to 

reinforce this and, arguably, it is this knowledge underpinning ecological ritual that is most dominant 

since this is what is emphasised in the Association of Natural Burial Grounds codes of conduct (2010; 

2013).  

As such, the pollution problem present in embalming chemicals is that they challenge the hegemony on 

the natural burial ground, where culture has conjoined with nature to become the natureculture 

(Haraway, 2003). The challenging of these ecological rituals provides a problem for multi-species 

engagement and life on the ground, which has been discussed extensively elsewhere (Plumwood, 2008; 
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Rumble, 2010; Rumble et al, 2014; Olson, 2016; Krupar, 2018; Kohn et al, 2019). A consideration that 

has not been discussed in as much detail is that the natureculture enforced through ecological ritual does 

not always take into account the personal wishes of the deceased and bereaved. I have already 

extensively considered how embalming chemicals close doors on the natural burial ground due to their 

incompatibility with ecological rituals. Though, the larger discussion point that I wish to take forward 

is to challenge what ‘nature’ is in natural burial and how, despite these arguments made by other 

scholars, embalmed bodies can still formulate part of a natureculture on the natural burial ground. That 

is, embalming chemicals do not just pollute the physical nature of the natural burial ground, but also 

force a reconsideration of what natural dying is. 

This analysis over the definition of the ‘natural’ speaks to discussions present in the book of guidance 

for natural burial ground operators: The Natural Death Handbook, which acts as a form of document 

data for the findings in this research project. This book provides an insight into the inner ideals 

underpinning natural burial as a movement. It importantly highlights that the Natural Death Movement 

is a philosophy, whilst the Natural Burial Movement is the practical manifestation of this. In respect to 

this philosophy that drives natural burial, Tony Walter (2012, pg. x) has a more critical take on the 

‘natural’, stating that: 

“If care is something those at the end of life might naturally expect, then what goes on in 

many hospitals is disturbingly unnatural. Natural dying should be dying surrounded by 

care.” 

Walter’s example is clearly located in the hospital, but his point stands, for the care of the deceased 

when entering into the natural burial ground can represent the natural as much as the biodiversity of the 

ground. Thus, there has been some kind of disjuncture as this notion of the ‘natural’ does not appear as 

dominant in the discourse surrounding the ground. Nevertheless, it is clearly present in the underpinning 

philosophies of natural burial. ‘Natural’ on the natural burial ground is not purely rooted in the aspects 

that Anne outlined, such as the multiple species thriving alongside the decomposing, human corpse. 

This challenges the rather narrow notion of the ‘natural’ that is seen in Haraway’s (2003) Companion 

Species Manifesto. That is, the category of the ‘natural’ is a diverse one, not always pertaining to the 

interactions between multiple species. The natural category can take on this narrower framework of the 

human, focusing instead on what is natural to the dying person. Embalming chemicals do allow one to 

be disposed of naturally, if this is to be disposed of in a manner vis-à-vis Walter’s (2012) point. Yet, at 

the same time, doing this will also upset the natural biodiversity of the ground. As such, in distancing 

myself from the particulars of Haraway’s (2003) manifesto, but in keeping with the framework; my 

argument is that ecological discourses that reinforce this notion of the natural have been dominant, 

enforcing an imaginary where to be natural is to facilitate life, from bacterium to elephant. What 
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embalming chemicals do is unsettle this natureculture by challenging the very definitions of both 

‘nature’ and ‘culture’ present at the natural burial ground. 

In unsettling this notion, the burial of embalming chemicals show the flexibility of the natureculture of 

the natural burial ground. That is, whilst embalming as a practice might appear to separate culture and 

nature from one another, it only does this when considering a natureculture in Haraway’s (2003) sense. 

If nature is to be reconsidered in line with ‘care’, the burial of embalming chemicals could be seen to 

reflect a competing natureculture on the natural burial ground, where a culture reflecting personalised 

death ritual entangles with a nature of caring for the deceased by allowing them to fulfil their wishes. 

In essence, rather than play into these ecological, multi-species relationships one might expect within 

the politics of nature, pollution from the burial of embalming chemicals instead muddies (pun intended) 

this politics, drawing in the importance of the nature of the bereaved and deceased; to be surrounded by 

and supported with care. 

It is apparent that these ecologically dominant discourses of the natural craft embalming fluids as a 

negative. Yet, the circumstances of embalming, such as repatriation, mean that it can be accepted in the 

opposing discourse, reflecting the personal aspects of memorialisation in natural burial. Two funeral 

directors closely associated with natural burial, Mandy and Leanne, both add to this notion that the 

burial of embalmed bodies means that there is more to the natural than originally thought (Plumwood, 

2008; Rumble, 2010; Davies and Rumble, 2012; Rumble et al, 2014): 

Mandy (Funeral Director): I do know for a fact that there are two people on Natural Burial 

Ground 4 that are embalmed. And the only circumstances we would bury somebody that’s been 

embalmed would be if they died abroad. Because it’s a legal requirement that they have to be 

embalmed to travel back to the UK. 

Leanne (Natural Burial Ground 1): Most people buried here are from the area. They lived in 

the countryside and wanted to be buried in the countryside. 

Leanne articulates what motivates the people she has experienced choosing natural burial. Specifically, 

she notes how the ecological aspect is not always what plays on people’s minds when choosing natural 

burial. Rather, they lived in the area for many years, experiencing the open landscapes of Northern 

England. It was only fitting that their wishes are to return to that area. Upon experiencing Leanne’s 

ground, I could see why. It was scenic and she mentioned this to me as we approached the edge of the 

ground. Next to us was a bench and the ground faced out over a hill, with the immediate landscape in 

full view. To be buried there, you would be overlooking the county, gazing out across it.  

Leanne is against embalming due to its intrusiveness, but readily admitted that not all bodies would 

have been buried in an entirely ecologically friendly way. She had bought the ground with her partner 

some years earlier, but it had been in operation for many years before that. Whilst Leanne’s funeral 

directors mainly buried using chipboard wood, and emphasising ecologically friendly practices as much 
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as possible, she was once required to exhume a coffin buried seven years prior to when I spoke to her. 

She said that it was hardwood, with a big brass plate, and still entirely intact, which means that the 

decomposition of the corpse would have not effectively fed the surrounding flora on the ground. The 

reason that this is relevant is that many times the owners of grounds, if they had bought it from someone 

that operated it before, will not know the ecological friendliness of the materials buried below. My point 

to this is that personal memorialisation rituals clearly factor into the natural aspect of natural burial, 

formulating the natural as being wider than solely feeding the natural environment.   

Mandy’s quote also shows how embalmed bodies unsettle the ecological as she says that she personally 

knows of two people that are embalmed on Natural Burial Ground 4, but she distances herself from 

these personal aspects of burying the embalmed corpse. Rather, the rationale is a legal one, protecting 

those surrounding it from the risk of its breakdown in travel. The significant part, however, is that 

concessions are made for those that did not choose to be embalmed. This, to me, echoes what Walter 

argues when he says that dying naturally is dying surrounded by care, which is clearly present in the 

philosophy of ‘natural’ burial.  Mandy shows how this correlates to after that person has died, showing 

that this care involves allowing those to follow their wishes to be buried on a ground when they had no 

choice but to be embalmed due to legal codes. 

Generally, the chemicals used in the repatriation of the corpse are heavily concentrated in formaldehyde; 

the particularly ecologically problematic chemical in these concoctions. This was a point that was 

mentioned to me by Jay, a natural burial ground operator and funeral director at Natural Burial Ground 

2: 

Jay (Natural Burial Ground 2): …The other thing to bear in mind is that, that does have an 

implication if somebody does die abroad because they’re embalmed. And abroad embalming is 

very different from UK embalming or American embalming.  

Researcher: I didn’t know there were different systems of embalming. 

Jay (Natural Burial Ground 2): Well, it’s more the quality of it I suppose. In the UK, America 

they’re big into it, but in UK and America the embalming fluids they use aren’t just 

formaldehyde; they’ve got other chemicals in them; colorants, other preservatives. Now, it’s 

the formaldehyde that’s the really nasty chemical – so in this country someone’s embalmed 

there’s colorants in there so you have the nice colour in the skin, the skins a bit more pliable, 

if you just inject someone with neat formaldehyde, they go rock solid and they go grey. And 

that’s often because part of the regulations are that the coffin has to be sealed with a zinc lining, 

but also that the body has to be embalmed. And that’s how they embalm, they just put neat 

formaldehyde in. And the family can’t see them because they look awful because they just go 

grey and hard – features have set in place. You also have a body that’s just full of formaldehyde.  

The difference between these techniques of embalming are based on the popularity of embalming within 

that country. As Jay indicates, in both the UK and US, embalming is a popular practice (Olson, 2016) 

and so the concoctions used amount to a series of chemicals, with formaldehyde being just one of these. 
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This is because they are designed to make somebody appear presentable for viewings from the family, 

returning colour to the deceased. UK concoctions of embalming chemicals were found in information 

from Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council (n.d.)14 who have listed their embalming chemicals as: 

The embalming fluid normally consists of a 2% solution of formaldehyde, an irritant, volatile 

acid. Approximately one pint of embalming fluid per stone weight of the body, plus one pint, is 

used. 

This practice is similar to many other councils that have listed their embalming chemicals. The Funeral 

Guide (n.d.) more generally state that: 

Embalming solutions are commonly a mixture of chemicals including formaldehyde, 

glutaraldehyde, methanol, ethanol and phenol, as well as water and colourants that reduce 

pallor and restore the appearance of the skin. 

It should therefore be noted that the use of formaldehyde in embalming chemicals in the UK is relatively 

low at 2% per pint. According to the Association French of Information Funéraire (n.d.), when someone 

is to be repatriated back into the UK after dying in France, there is an: 

Injection of 6 to 10 litres of an aseptic and sterilizing formaldehyde product. 

As such, the embalming fluids used in repatriation are significantly heavier in formaldehyde, which is 

the problematic chemical that Jay had mentioned. The embalming concoctions used in more general 

UK uses of embalming where it is not required by law, involve a relatively low concentration of 

formaldehyde in comparison to other scenarios where embalming is used. For a twelve stone person, 

thirteen pints of embalming fluid would be used, with 2% of this being made up of formaldehyde. In 

France, repatriation would require six to ten litres of a formaldehyde product to be injected into the 

body, showing the high concentration of formaldehyde in this concoction. Thus, those embalmed 

corpses that are buried on the grounds do tend to be more ecologically problematic as they contain more 

formaldehyde. The volatile, irritant acid that does vital work in halting the decomposition of the corpse. 

Clearly, there are two aspects of the natural at play here, both embodied in the ‘natural’ burial ground. 

These are the natural that is intertwined with the natural burial ground where species are interacted with, 

and natural in the context of the care of the deceased, as something naturally expected. The burial of 

these potent embalming chemicals shows how these naturecultures move in their relationships because 

it unsettles the dominant relationship between ecological ritual and biodiverse nature in natural burial; 

instead replacing it with a natureculture that places a culture of personal memorialisation, which is 

entangled within the natural expectation of care for the deceased. This secondary notion of the natural 

was always present in ‘natural’ burial, but what the burial of embalming chemicals has done is to tease 

this out and emphasise it more than the contrasting ecologically, biodiverse manifestation of nature. In 

 
14 None of my participants were based here. This is being used as an example of UK embalming techniques due 

to the information being the clearest. 
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short, embalming chemicals pollute a natureculture that emphasises multi-species relations (Haraway, 

2003), and facilitates another natureculture that functions based on a medical knowledge that celebrates 

this ‘narrower’ (Latimer and Miele, 2013) human. Embalming fluids, in this way, problematize the core 

ecological philosophy of natural burial and provide an obstacle for generating value out of the waste 

materials of the corpse if classified in this sense of culture (Douglas, 2002). 

The point is extended in other circumstances, where the deceased has not died abroad, but rather has 

donated their body to medical science. Embalming in these scenarios is similar to those used in 

repatriation, with a heavier density of formaldehyde being used to preserve the body. In certain 

scenarios, I found that some natural burial ground operators accept those that have donated their bodies 

to anatomy labs15:  

Researcher: Do you have anybody that had donated their body to an anatomy lab? 

Jay (Natural Burial Ground 2): We have two. Very heavy in formaldehyde. So, we did a lot 

of research into it and we don’t routinely allow embalmed bodies, we don’t routinely allow 

people that have been donated to medical science, but we take it on a case by case basis. The 

two we have are a husband and wife, they’re at the top of the field so high up, and they’re very 

deep as well, so they’re not going to infect the ground at the top.  

For medical students, the same is done. They just want to preserve the body – they’re not 

bothered about how it looks, they just want to preserve it the best they can. And that 

formaldehyde is the best thing for that. And that’s why they do it in the medical schools, as long 

as all the organs are intact and visually intact – they might be a different colour, but they’re 

not bothered, as long as they’re preserved, they will be left out for a couple of years. In the UK, 

you would have to embalm every square inch of the body to totally embalm them.  

Again, as Jay says, bodies that have been donated to medical science are embalmed differently to their 

funerary counterparts. One of the significant things to note is that, like in repatriation, the aim to 

preserve the body is the most important. Therefore, the bodies contain very high levels of formaldehyde. 

The chemicals that gave them use in the medical school, do the opposite for the ecological aspects of 

the ground, and so, once again, the chemicals in the formaldehyde problematize the ecological 

components of the ground and unsettle this multi-species focused definition of the ‘natural’. 

This is reflected in the infection discourse that surrounds the burial of these bodies. My point in 

highlighting this is to illustrate how the burial of these bodies unsettles a dominant ecological 

natureculture present on the ground. As Jay says, they have buried the embalmed bodies deep at the top 

of a hill, so that they do not ‘infect’ the rest of the ground at the top through the ground water courses. 

This infection discourse directly shows what I mean by the unsettling of naturecultures that entangle 

 
15 There are many different forms of embalming used in anatomy, which all utilise different combinations of 

chemicals to achieve different ends. Each of these is going to have different effects on the multi-species 

understanding of the natural. This will not be covered because it is tangential to what has already been discussed, 

the data was less specific about it, and this is not a project about body donation to anatomy labs. 



98 

 

ecological ritual and a multi-species definition of nature. Embalmed corpses problematize these 

ecological, multispecies discourses of nature dominant in natural burial. It is seen as an other (Douglas, 

2002); a set of matter that needs to be sequestrated and kept away from the rest of the ground. This 

means that the cultures that form the natureculture shift in their relationships, as one culture of 

memorialisation (ecology) is unsettled in favour of another (personal). That is, the husband and wife 

may be embalmed but they can continue to exist, buried together atop this hill. The pollution problem 

presented by the burial of embalming chemicals is therefore that it confronts the entanglement between 

culture and nature by directly challenging the definition of each of these components. Through this, 

value generation is problematized since the cultural classifications that formulate positive uses of the 

buried corpse in one natureculture are challenged, which forces reconsideration over their exchange.  

This argument offers a significant challenge to the vast majority of the academic literature on natural 

burial (Plumwood, 2008; Rumble, 2010; Davies and Rumble, 2012; Rumble et al, 2014; Olson, 2016a; 

Krupar, 2018; Kohn et al, 2019), which has tended to consider nature as nature in the sense of multi-

species politics present on the ground, and culture as ecological ritual. Yet, what I have shown here is 

that the burial of embalming chemicals directly problematise this notion by presenting a vastly different 

sense of nature as a process of care, and culture as a pursuit of personal memorialisation. This is 

embodied perfectly in relation to Rumble’s (2010) argument that natural burial is focused on giving 

back to the landscape, which reflects this natureculture in the ecological sense. However, I would argue 

that an individual is forced into a dialogue between these ecological notions of giving their body back 

as a gift to the earth, and the personalised aspect of taking back their right to be disposed of as they 

wish. In this sense, there is a difficult entanglement between nature and culture present at the natural 

burial ground, which the burial of embalmed corpses reinforces. This, in turn, forces a reconsideration 

of value generation at the natural burial ground since the burial of these embalming chemicals compel 

one to review the uses of the waste materials of the corpse, challenging the ecological cultural 

classifications of these materials. 

4.2.2 Mercury Emissions: Polluting the Image of a Dignified Corpse Disposal 

The relationships between culture and nature are less entangled in cremation. Ecological cultures have 

been incorporated into cremation slightly differently. The popularity of cremation increased at a time 

when England began to run out of burial space in the 1960s (Rugg, 2018). Yet, as times have passed, 

new directives, such as nationwide targets for emissions filtration, have come to change the way the 

disposal culture of cremation functions, aligning it with ecological interests. My focus is on mercury 

emissions, as a form of artificial necro-waste in the crematorium, and my point is that their filtration is 

more than just an ecologically generated concern, designed to protect the environment and public health. 

Rather, mercury emissions risk blurring the line between the crematorium as a space that reflects death 

(Grainger in Sidaway, 2016), and a space of production. This is important because it pollutes a dignified 

disposal of the dead, which cremation codes of practice emphasise as being vital values of this method 
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(Federation of Burial and Cremation Authorities Code of Practice, 2019; Institute of Cemetery and 

Crematorium Management Code of Practice for Professional Members, 2010). Without filtration, dirt 

spews from the chimneys in black plumes of smoke, and the presence of this risks opening old concerns 

that the crematorium is a production line where objects are processed and created (Davies, 2005). To 

dignify the dead is to treat them as subjects, but the problem with these mercury emissions is that they 

present the crematorium as a space of objectification. The smokes manifest the crematorium as a factory 

spewing smoke into the atmosphere, which is formed of the surplus waste from its generation of 

commodities (Gidwani, 2013). In essence, mercury emissions present pollution problems for public 

health, but their representations also risk breaking down the carefully constructed notion that the dignity 

of the deceased is being maintained inside the crematorium. 

The importance is clearly based on ‘mercury’ as much as ‘emissions’. The mercury emerges from dental 

amalgam, which had widespread usage in teeth fillings throughout the twentieth century and is used to 

a lesser extent today (British Dental Association, n.d.). As individuals that have received these dental 

amalgam are now dying and being cremated, the dental amalgam reacts to the heat and evaporates into 

a mercury emission, formed of toxic fumes. These emissions have received considerable attention from 

DEFRA, as reflected in their Statutory Guidance for Crematoria document (2012: 47):  

For the reasons given in two consultation papers issued in 2003 and 2004 it remains Defra and 

WAG’s view that the environmental impact from mercury emitted from crematoria is through 

long range transportation before its deposition, take-up by fish, and consumption as food. 

Mercury emissions have become a political matter and have received well documented attention to 

combat them, with the introduction of mercury filtration systems in some crematoria and wide metric 

based pledges to lower crematorium emissions. This quote from DEFRA reinforces this. Of particular 

significance is their reasoning for the pollution; that mercury may end up in the food supply, risking 

public health via food consumption. These concerns about mercury entering into the food chain have 

been echoed to those working in cremation: 

Derek (Crematorium 1): They don’t want mercury in the atmosphere, getting into the oceans, 

into the fish, and we eat the fish. Yeah, that’s what they’ve said to us, yeah. 

Derek’s comment highlights the government discourse around the pollution of mercury. The idea is that 

the emissions from the mercury rise up into the clouds and then rain down into the rivers, lakes, and 

oceans, and are then absorbed into the fish that end up on the dinner plate. In these discussions, 

ecological matters are being tied to public health. That is, what is in the interests of the environment is 

in the interest of public safety. Yet, mercury is not the sole chemical in the crematorium emissions. 

Other chemicals emerge either as materials of the body evaporating from the fire, or pollutants which 

are required to burn the body, as stated in the same DEFRA (2012: 29) guidance: 

• Hydrogen chloride mostly arises from the salt content of bodies. 
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• Nitrogen is always present in the body. 

• Carbon monoxide is a pollutant but is also the prime indicator of incomplete combustion that 

would emit un-burnt hydrocarbons. 

These chemicals emerge as the liquid components of the corpse evaporate and its organic materials are 

reduced. In the smoke that is emitted from the body, there is hydrogen chloride, mercury, nitrogen and 

other chemicals. But, it is the mercury that receives the majority of attention and these chemicals are 

flagged as existing and are to be held in the filtration system. What is to note here is that mercury is not 

a natural part of the corpse, whilst these other chemicals are. Each come from the combustion of the 

organic materials outlined in the above. This shows how emissions from artificial parts of the corpse, 

such as teeth fillings, grip the discourse around emissions. Artificial chemicals are seen as the problem, 

far more than organic corpse emissions. Indeed, as Derek says, ‘they don’t want mercury in the 

atmosphere’; it is seemingly not these other pollutants that are the focus of these efforts.  

As such, the ‘artificiality’ of mercury is what makes it different to the other chemicals. The mercury 

does not just represent the mercury chemical element, but the artificiality of the crematorium more 

generally. It highlights the contrast that this artificiality has to the ecological discourse (as discussed in 

the prior section) that underpins these abatement measures. Mercury and emissions become bound in 

discussions. Rather than ‘emissions’, they are known as ‘mercury emissions’. The DEFRA consultation 

document (2004) reinforces this. It’s an important document because it is one of the places that these 

plans to abate mercury emissions in crematoria were established:  

In the May 2003 consultation paper mercury emissions estimates were given as a range. The 

basis of the range was measured emissions from 18 cremations which suggested an average of 

0.9g of mercury per cremation and a calculated emission factor of 3g of mercury per cremation 

as an average. When taken with estimates of future increases in amounts of mercury for 

demographic/dental-related reasons, this translated into an estimated contribution by 

crematoria to total national mercury emissions in 2020 of between 11% and 35%. 

It has, in fact, been questioned how the proposed partial reduction in mercury emissions 

squares with the WFD aim. Defra, WAG and SE cannot guarantee that additional reductions 

will not be required under the WFD: however, regard will be had, among other things, to the 

fact that the WFD obligation is only concerned with emissions that affect water quality; that 

the sector will be achieving a significant cut in mercury emissions under the proposal contained 

in this consultation paper; that current abatement technology can in any event only achieve 

about 95% elimination; that to install abatement at all crematoria could lead to significant 

numbers of crematoria closures; and that there has already been recognition at the 

international level (through the OSPAR Recommendation on mercury from crematoria) that 

cultural and societal impacts can be taken into account in controlling pollution from this sector.  

This quote rationalises the requirement of abatement for the control of crematorium emissions. Of 

particular note is the pollution problems that these artificial chemicals pose for the quality of water. 

This returns to the notion of mercury getting into the fish who ingest this mercury tainted water, and 

are then consumed by the public. There is therefore a clear emphasis placed on the public health 
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problems from these artificial chemicals, far more of a concern than the chemicals of the organic 

materials of the corpse. What is of most importance as abatement technology has developed and been 

rolled out across crematoria is keeping the artificiality of the emissions away from public consumption. 

Returning to Douglas (2002), there is a notion that the artificiality of the emissions can pollute the purity 

of nature by harming the environmental health of the planet and, thus, a very real threat to the health of 

the public.  

This control of mercury emissions can be further seen in the way that the smoke from crematoria is 

controlled. This is because it is the smoke that represents these emissions. It is therefore of no surprise 

that crematorium staff are expected to record the smoke levels emerging from the crematorium: 

Tony (Crematorium 2): We have to do checks, not very thorough checks. Environmental 

health make us do this. One time on this sheet we have to go out and look at the chimney stack 

for 1 minute to see if there’s any smoke coming out of it. So you have to write down your weather 

conditions, if there’s a smell – there’s a scale called the Bringleman’s scale and it’s to do with 

the colour of the smoke. So, if you go out there and you see really churning black smoke, that’s 

a 5. If there’s nothing, it’s a 0. It’s basically so that if somebody rang the council and said I 

was driving past your crematorium and there was black smoke coming out of it at 10:30 and it 

was a clear day. It’s just so we can look back and say actually it was windy, or it was raining. 

I’m surprised they don’t make us do one for each cremation, actually. They don’t – they just 

like to see that it’s been done at least once a day for each cremator. The good thing about it is 

that you don’t tend to get any smoke – I don’t think I’ve ever known it to smoke. If you tend to 

get an issue with these, the smoke will come out in the building. 

Tony shows how these measures include mapping the colour of the smoke and the weather conditions 

that day. These protocols are designed to protect public health, but what Tony talks about here appears 

to be a way of communicating to the public. This is reflected in two ways in the quote above. First, 

particular attention paid to the colour of the smoke being emitted from the crematorium. Significantly, 

Tony notes how someone could be driving past the crematorium and see plumes of black smoke coming 

out of the chimney. In the quote, the record keeping of weather conditions16 also relates to this 

communication of the crematorium rather than the impact that weather can have on spreading the 

emissions to more public areas. Tony’s point is that the weather log can be used to refute claims of 

black smoke emerging from the chimney and above the skyline. In this way, despite its origins coming 

from Environmental Health, this log keeping is not solely about ensuring public health, but rather it also 

works to combat the representation of emissions. 

The second way can be found in Tony saying that if there ever was to be smoke, it would emerge inside 

the cremator room, rather than outside of it. The protocols do not target this inside smoking of the 

cremators. Indeed, this was something that I experienced during my time at Crematorium 3. Here, some 

corpses had built pressure up whilst inside of the cremator. This pressure released smoke, but due to the 

 
16 A standard practice for crematoria in England, as outlined by the Department for Environment, Food, and 

Rural Affairs (DEFRA) (2012) in their statutory guidance for crematoria. 
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design of the filtration, this smoke did not leave the chimney. Rather, it came back into the room where 

one of the crematorium operators, Pete, and I were both stood. The smoke took a time to dissipate and 

there was little in place in regards to safety if this smoke was breathed in. For example, we did not wear 

breathing masks and the best that could be achieved for ventilation was to keep the back door open.  

Along with the smoke was a smell of smoky bacon that filled the room, emitting the smells of the 

burning flesh. There were no specific ways of dealing with this, and Pete noted how it happened due to 

a build up of pressure, but that there was no way around it. The smoke had to escape somewhere, and 

it found the nearest tiny gap to do so. Therefore, Tony’s (Crematorium 2) point about smoke coming 

back into the cremator room is something that I have experienced first hand, particularly in relation to 

how difficult it is to halt this. The only thing we could do was open the back door and some windows 

to ensure an airflow. My point to this discussion is that the concerns presented by the emissions from 

corpses are focused on the communication of these smokes to the outside world, rather than the effects 

they have on those working the back rooms, loading the cremators. This reinforces the notion that these 

protocols are designed to police the representation of the emissions as much as the legitimate public 

health concerns that they present. They are designed in an attempt to resolve certain pollution issues, 

whilst overlooking the pollution problems faced by those inside the crematorium. 

Based on this policing of emissions representation, there is a larger pollution problem that these mercury 

emissions pose. That is, they risk pulling the imagery of the crematorium as a death space into being a 

production space. I am certainly not the first to have considered this notion of a production space, as  

Krätke (1998) uses it to refer to spaces in Berlin where specialised fabrics are created. For me, the 

production space is a space of manufacture where commodities are created. What I mean by this is that 

spaces of death are used to dignify and memorialise the deceased. Spaces of production are used to 

produce commodities. Death spaces emphasise the subject, whilst production spaces emphasise the 

object. Production spaces cannot dignify the deceased in the same way that death spaces can as this 

individuality and subjecthood is needed to do this. This is a challenge that the crematorium faces as it 

has consistently been plagued by accusations of being a utilitarian production space; a conveyer belt of 

commodity after commodity by the wider public (Davies, 2005). It is something that has subsided in 

past decades, and this abatement of crematorium emissions is only partially about public health. It is 

also about ensuring that the crematorium continues to be a space of death.  

Like so many acts of denial, an element of truth lies at the heart of this one. The efforts to silence the 

crematorium’s image as a factory lie in reality. Their structures mean that they can often operate in this 

way out of necessity. After spending time at each of these crematoria, the initial buzz of a new space, 

an intriguing back spot of death that is normally unseen, begins to fade away. Watching the operators 

at each crematorium work could, at times, feel like I was watching a monotonous production line after 

a while. I was frequently told that no cremation is ever the same, but the process of managing them very 
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much is. It is routine. The coffined body goes into the cremator. It takes around ninety minutes to reduce 

the moisture from the remains. The cremator is raked down and the remains are released to cool in the 

chamber underneath. The next body goes into that now empty cremator and once the prior set of remains 

have cooled (usually by the time this new cremation has finished), the cooling tray is then taken over 

to a second machine, the cremulator. These bone fragments are cremulated into fine ash, usually 

wrapped and boxed, or placed into a plastic scattering tub. The repetition of the day was commented on 

by Derek, who in good humour called out:  

Derek (Crematorium 1): Next! 

After finishing the cremulation of one set of remains and turning to the next set of cooling bone 

fragments. I can recall this by further reflecting on my account of this in my fieldnotes, whereby I recall 

what cremating a corpse feels like. It is not spectacular for long, watching bodies break down in the 

heat, organic materials separate and burn away. After a few cremations, it becomes routine, as though 

one is generating another product, just like the one before. An immense effort is placed on not reflecting 

this to the outside world. This is why I argue that limiting the smoking is so important. Deep down 

inside the walls of the crematorium, a processing of the object does happen. The generation of the 

funerary commodity (Olson, 2016a) does occur. This reality is why these stringent efforts of hiding it 

exist beyond the walls and are found in protocol. Simply, this image presents legitimate problems to 

the culture of cremation as a death space where dignity can be preserved.  

There are echoes to Davies’ (2005) argument that there has historically been a likening of the 

crematorium to a production space, whereby the public were hesitant over whether the dignity of the 

dead could be maintained. It is a reality that mercury emissions threaten to reveal, and so abating 

mercury emissions is a way to abate the image of the crematorium as a factory. Abating is 

communicating. As much as it sterilises the mercury particulate from the emissions, it sterilises the 

image of the crematorium. It exhibits control over the image of the crematorium, reinforcing it as a 

space for dignifying the dead; clean, tree filled, with gardens of memorials and a chimney that no 

coloured smokes (emissions) can leak from. This reinforces the two pollution problems that artificial 

necro-waste presents to the crematorium. These are the threats to public health, which are highly visible 

in protocol and academic discussion (Rumble et al, 2014). Yet, the silent second pollution problem is 

that mercury emissions also risk breaking down the carefully constructed image of the crematorium as 

a space of dignifying the dead.17  

 

 
17 I want to be clear that I am not disputing that the deceased are dignified in the crematorium. I am making a 

larger comment about the organisation of the culture of cremation, where the image of this dignity in cremation 

is being risked when mercury emissions are able to emit from the chimney. 
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Conclusion 

In this analysis chapter, I have outlined how the waste materials of the corpse can take on a polluting 

meaning at the crematorium and the natural burial ground. I have argued that pollution problems are 

rooted in two different classifications of necro-waste; organic and artificial. The difference is present 

in the pollution problems of each. Organic necro-waste was mainly found in the crematorium. I used 

fat as an example to argue that these pollution problems centre on the notion of reactivity, which refers 

to how the organic materials react to crematorium technology, other materials, and crematorium staff. 

I found that the way that these fats reacted with different stimulus increased the issues of control that 

they presented to crematorium staff. The chapter then turned to the pollution problems of artificiality in 

English corpse disposal, which was focused on in respect to two examples; embalming chemicals and 

mercury emissions. Embalming chemicals proved problematic for natural burial grounds as they show 

the opposition that two distinct naturecultures (Haraway, 2003) have to one another. The burial of these 

embalming chemicals provide a pollution problem by decentring the ecologically dominant 

natureculture where multi-species social relations can thrive, harming life and drawing the ground 

towards a more narrow approach to the human. Through this, embalming chemicals challenge value 

generation at the natural burial ground by unsettling the cultural classifications (Douglas, 2002) that 

inform the uses and exchangeability of the waste materials of the corpse.  

In contrast, mercury emissions show how artificiality can prove problematic in the opposite way when 

in the crematorium. The policing of mercury emissions is part of a tightening of an ecological culture 

which highlights how artificial chemicals are problematic to public health. Yet, another problem has 

been commented on less in the documents. That is, the presence of mercury emissions also threatens to 

break down an image of memorialisation and dignity of the dead by presenting the crematorium as a 

factory; a conveyer belt of manufacture, where corpses are transformed into raw materials to be 

produced into a commodity. 

By outlining these pollution problems of the waste materials of the corpse in the crematorium and on 

the natural burial ground, I have done two things that will be utilised throughout the remaining analysis 

chapters in this thesis. First, I have provided an outline of these disposal cultures of cremation and 

natural burial, showing how they classify the unproductive and the productive waste materials, which 

will be invaluable for an analysis concerning corpse disposal as a production process. Second, and 

related to this, I have shown how these pollutions have posed serious problems for the corpse disposal 

cultures of cremation and natural burial in regards to how they generate value out of the waste materials 

of the corpse. With value capitalising on the use and exchange of materials (Marx, 2013), these polluting 

waste materials of the corpse are a poor foundation for generating value. They are materials that pose 

too many problems for them to be properly used and exchanged. This provides a strong context for the 

production process of corpse disposal, through which the waste materials of the corpse are transformed 

into a more stable and consistent foundation for generating value. This chapter was the first step in 
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answering the first research question in this project, providing the context for the next analysis chapter, 

which will introduce the concept of rendering to explain how the waste materials of the corpse are 

transformed from being a pollutant to a resource that contain a use and exchange, and are often the 

source of generating substantial value. 
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Chapter 5: Rendering Value out of Necro-Waste: From ‘Pollution’ to 

‘Resource’ 

 

Introduction 

Chapter four has made the argument that both organic and artificial necro-waste can pose substantial 

pollution problems to the corpse disposal cultures of cremation and natural burial. As materials of 

pollution, the value of these waste materials of the corpse is restricted because the pollution provides 

an obstacle for both their use and exchange. The English Death Industry attempts to overcome these 

pollution problems and subsequently generate value out of the waste materials by rendering pollution 

into resource. Rendering is a concept of my own making, which refers to a process of transformation 

that is intended to draw out the use and exchange values (Marx, 2013) within a waste material. The 

term of rendering is therefore used as a tool to highlight the ways that the waste materials of the corpse 

are subject to value generation through their resourceful components being emphasised. I have found 

that this rendering occurs in three forms, through quantification, containment, and labour technique. 

Quantification is specifically present in the rendering of mercury emissions (pollution) into numerical 

credits (resource). This numerical credit is a source of value because it can be used as a metric to meet 

ecologically backed government legislation, which targets a reduction of mercury emissions by 50%. 

The value of this artificial necro-waste is realised (Marx, 2013) through the ‘Crematoria Abatement of 

Mercury Emissions Organisation’ (CAMEO) burden sharing scheme. This scheme provides an 

exchange system where mercury emissions credits can both be deposited and withdrawn in exchange 

for money. I use Weber’s (1978) concept of legal authority to show that this system of valuation of 

artificial necro-waste is shaped by administrative rules. Specifically, administrative layers (Polzer et al, 

2016) are used to legitimise this authority and ensure that crematoria operate within this exchange 

system run by CAMEO. This poses some serious questions for Weber’s (1978) emphasis on belief as 

being vital to the legitimacy of legal authority. Not all the crematoria in my sample believed in the 

legitimacy of the CAMEO system, but they continued to operate in it regardless.  

Containment concerns the use of physical barriers to contain the pollution of the waste materials of the 

corpse, facilitating the journey that it goes on to become a resource. The specific example that I will be 

drawing on to discuss this is the use of the coffin in natural burial. In particular, I argue that the coffin 

formulates two stages of rendering organic necro-waste from pollution to resource. That is, it provides 

a container in which organic necro-waste as pollution can be moved from the funeral premises and 

placed into the soil where it becomes a resource for feeding the natural landscape. The second aspect 

of this rendering involves the ability to break this containment to release the resource into the ground. 
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I have found that ecological beliefs play an important factor as they emphasise this second part of 

rendering, encouraging the use of coffins that have a weak material layer that can easily break down 

when buried. The problem with this is that these coffins are not as effective at transporting organic 

necro-waste from the funeral premises to the soil as the pollution can easily break and breach beyond 

these weaker material barriers. Funeral directors ensure that these weaker, alternative material coffins, 

such as cardboard, wicker, and shrouds, are made effective vehicles of containment through the 

incorporation of additional material layers on top of the existing ones. This means that they can help 

contain the pollution of the organic necro-waste, but they can still release it when it becomes a resource 

for the ground. These material layers help to render what was once pollution of organic necro-waste 

into a funeral commodity (Olson, 2016a). 

Labour techniques refer to the methods undertaken by crematorium staff, natural burial ground 

operators, and funeral directors to control sources of pollution from the waste materials of the corpse 

and emphasise features of resource instead. I found four labour techniques in the data, with two being 

used by cremator operators, which are gauging and manipulation; and two being used by funeral 

directors and the bereaved, which are refrigeration and purging. These four techniques are used to 

render the polluting waste material into resource as they displace unwanted materials. Gauging and 

manipulation are used to limit organic necro-waste in the crematorium, and emphasise the more 

productive, dry elements, such as bone, in its place. It is to be noted that neither administrative nor 

material layering made an appearance in this form of rendering. Rather, pollution was rendered out of 

the waste material through the application of skill from both the funerary labour and prosumption of 

the bereaved. Application of skill was found in each of these labour techniques; for example, gauging 

the reduction of organic necro-waste required a knowledge and identification of which parts of the 

corpse require longer to cremate to ensure that no lingering organic waste material remained.  

The techniques found more firmly–though not solely–in the disposal culture of natural burial featured 

a prosumption of the waste materials of the corpse, which refers to a synthesis between acts of 

production and consumption (Beer & Burrows, 2010; Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010; Fuchs, 2011; Ritzer, 

2014). Specifically, the bereaved would, at times, be involved in the refrigeration of the corpse, where 

they would surround it with cool packs to keep decomposition controlled. They would also be involved 

in the purging of the corpse, where methods are undertaken to keep the corpse presentable, such as 

placing cotton wool buds down the throat in order to keep stomach bile from leaking from the mouth 

(Callender et al, 2012). This shows how labour techniques do extend beyond the death profession and 

into the remit of the bereaved consumer who, in some situations, contributes to rendering value out of 

the waste materials of the corpse.  

Each of these forms of rendering reflect a manner in which value is generated out of the waste materials 

of the corpse. Thus, in this chapter, I show how each of these three forms of rendering are able to 
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emphasise the resourceful features of the waste materials of the corpse by highlighting their uses and 

exchangeability. It is through this that the chapter builds on the discussions in chapter four to provide 

an answer to the first of the research questions. Namely, value is generated out of the waste materials 

of the corpse through its rendering, whereby the previously hidden use and exchange values of these 

materials are revealed through their quantification, containment, as well as the application of skill within 

the labour techniques of crematorium staff, natural burial ground operators, funeral directors, and the 

bereaved. 

 

5.1 Rendering Value through Quantification 

The first form of rendering is through the quantification of the waste materials of the corpse. In this 

thesis, quantification is conceptualised as the transformation of material waste into a non-material 

numerical figure. The specific example of quantification that I found in the data was through the 

filtration of mercury emissions from crematoria. Indeed, in the previous chapter, I have detailed how 

problematic these mercury emissions can be for the culture of cremation as they present issues for public 

health, as well as the image that the dead are not being dignified in the crematorium. I highlighted the 

ecological underpinnings of mercury abatement, which emerged as ‘filtration’ or a cleansing of the 

pollution to public health, as well as a filtering of the image of the crematorium. In this chapter, this 

point is taken forward and focused into the inner mechanisms of these abatement systems to show that, 

as much as abatement works to limit pollution, the wider systems of organisation around it work as a 

way of rendering value out of artificial necro-waste through a quantification of the emissions.  

The inner working of this mercury abatement system was explained to me by both Mary, the 

crematorium manager at Crematorium 3 and, Andy, the crematorium manager at Crematorium 2:  

Mary (Crematorium 3): Because the legislation is that 50% cremations are abated – I have 

a shared flue arrangement that means 100% of my cremations are abated. You might not be 

able to fit abatement in your crematorium because it might be a listed building, you might not 

have the space to fit it, it may be that you don’t carry out very many cremations and therefore 

the investment in the plant economically wouldn’t be viable. I might have 1000 going spare, 

but you might only cremate 1000 people a year and therefore only need 500. That might be 

cheaper for you than installing the equipment, or there might be other reasons why you can’t 

install the equipment. Or you might be installing the equipment, but not yet. 

Andy (Crematorium 2): We had it done 2012. There’s still some crematoria who haven’t had 

it done. Because a) they can’t get the planning because they’re old buildings. But you don’t 

have to get it done. You can do what they call ‘burden share’. So, I could arrange with (nearby 

crematorium) to part use their filtration. So I would pay them a fee and in return they would 

issue me a number of credits, which I could then use to offset my cremations without filtration. 

It’s a bit like waste trading. So, say you’ve got a local authority who hasn’t got an incinerator, 

they pay another local authority who has got an incinerator to get rid of their waste and then 
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they get credits, which they then go to the government to say that we’re now green. We have 

now complied. 

At the time of writing this thesis, each crematorium in the UK is required to abate (filter) at least 50% 

of the emissions from their crematorium. This requires the installation of abatement equipment, which 

each crematoria in this research study possessed. It is very large and wraps around the backrooms of 

the crematorium, hugging the walls and sometimes making a shuddering noise as the hot, particulate 

filled air flows through it to be cooled, captured, and collected into a carbon solution. It is therefore not 

surprising that there are two types of crematoria: Those with these filtration systems built into their 

crematorium (abated), and those without (unabated). Those ‘unabated’ crematoria are often either in a 

listed building that cannot be changed, do not have the space to install the equipment, or they may be 

unable to afford it. Those that have abatement will, for the most part, be filtering all of their cremations 

over the year, as Mary (Crematorium 3) notes. But, each crematorium is only required to be abating 

50% of their emissions. The rest are a surplus 50% that will not be used to comply with the government 

targets. Yet, unabated crematoria that are unable filter their cremations for practical reasons are still 

required to show on document that they meet this 50% target. As such, the surplus filtered emissions 

from crematoria that are abated are sold to unabated crematoria who use them to show that they are 

meeting their emissions targets. The logic is that the unabated crematoria are sharing the costs that the 

abated crematoria paid for the abatement equipment. 

In regards to where this quantification of mercury emissions is coming from, it can clearly be seen to 

emerge alongside the ecologically driven legislation outlined by DEFRA. There are two significant 

factors to this mercury abatement. There is the abatement equipment, which cools the emissions, 

captures them, and collects them into blue barrels ready for incineration. This limits the pollutions in 

material terms, in that the filtration can actively be seen as the particulate remnants are seen collected 

in a carbon based solution in the blue barrel. Its greyness is evidence of collected mercury and other 

particulate from the emissions. If the solution is black, then it demonstrates that no particulate has been 

collected yet. This is shown in a picture of barrelled particulate that I took while at Crematorium 3: 
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Fig 5: Abated mercury emissions at Crematorium 3. 

Second, and parallel to this capture of emissions, is the burden sharing scheme that Andy (Crematorium 

2) told me about. It is through this scheme that this artificial necro-waste shown in the picture above is 

able to be quantified and communicated back to the government to show compliance with the 50% 

target. This reveals that the physical evidence of filtered emissions is valueless. After all, DEFRA do 

not visit each crematorium and take stock of how many full barrels of captured particulate is in each. 

The barrelled waste above does not serve a productive use and will be sent for incineration. The value 

of the artificial necro-waste is entirely rooted in the numerical credit as these are what constitute a 

productive use. That is, in the aftermath of filtering a cremation, the physical emission particulate 

(pollution) is rendered into the quantified credit (resource). 

A use value is rendered out of the mercury emission since the unproductive physical emission is 

translated into a quantified credit. That is, the barrelled physical waste is left for collection to be 

incinerated, serving no productive purpose in the crematorium. Yet, through application of the 

environmental targets, a use is extracted from these emissions, whereby in numerical form they can be 

used as a metric by crematoria to communicate that they are complying with the legislation targeting a 

reduction of crematorium mercury emissions by 50%. The use value that they have for abated 

crematoria is that the credits can be used as this metric, but also can be sold to the unabated crematoria 

that require them for this metric use also. The ‘use value’ (Marx, 2013) that these credits have is tied to 

their use in complying with these legislation, whether that crematorium is abated or unabated. It is these 

authoritative aspects that makes these credits valuable. For instance, without the legislative 

requirements, who would the credits be used to communicate this compliance with?  
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Weber’s (1978) concept of legal authority helps to explain this as the concept can be used to show how 

the use values tied to mercury emission credits are laced with forms authority that emerge from rational 

codes of legislation. Specifically, legal authority refers to the rational forms of calculation that are used 

to exhibit domination over populations living in modernity. For it to work, it must be accepted as a 

legitimate form of authority by those subject to it. Legal authority is a particularly welcome concept in 

this analysis because it can be seen in these requirements of abating 50% of mercury emissions. The 

requirements are a calculation based on rationalised pollution problems to public health and wider 

ecological science. The calculation that, on paper, 50% of all cremations must be filtered from the 

chimney of each crematorium operating in the UK. 

This productive use provides the source of value, but also vital is the system of what Andy 

(Crematorium 2) calls ‘waste trading’, which I have taken to reflect the second part of a process of 

rendering pollution out of artificial necro-waste: A system where these productive uses are exchanged. 

This waste trading system can be undertaken between two crematoria that agree to exchange credits for 

money between them. Though, as more crematoria have started to install filtration technology, I found 

that all three crematoria in my sample took part in a national burden sharing scheme run by a ‘DEFRA 

approved’ organisation called the ‘Crematoria Abatement of Mercury Emissions Organisation’ or 

‘CAMEO’ for short. CAMEO oversee the deposits and withdrawals of mercury emissions credits and 

are vital to facilitating the sale and purchase of these mercury credits. If legislation set out by the 

government legitimise the use value for mercury emission credits, it is this exchange system where this 

value can be expressed (Marx, 2013). Thus, the legislative targets are the first part of a rendering process 

where artificial necro-waste is attributed a value through being given a productive use. This waste 

trading system then facilitates the exchange of these productive uses of mercury emissions credits and, 

as such, allows for their value to be expressed in a monetary form. This is reflected in their labelling of 

the mercury emissions credit as a ‘tmac’, which stands for ‘Tradeable Mercury Abatement Credit’ 

(CAMEO).  

An element of Weber’s (1978) notion of legal authority is expressed in this exchange system run by 

CAMEO. The phenomena occurring through the CAMEO burden sharing scheme reflects Weber’s 

emphasis on the importance of bureaucracy as a core feature of the legal rational authority that is carried 

out in modern societies. That is, these emissions credits are purely administrative figures, ‘metrics’ 

(Beer, 2016) that are being moved to and from each crematoria to CAMEO, which are then moved to 

the government through forms and declarations signed by each party. The representation of the value is 

facilitated and reflected in the administrative process of paperwork and rule making. This is to say that 

the use of the mercury emission credit as a metric can only be measured against money when it is 

entered into the bureaucratic system outlined above. As such, the exchange of mercury emissions credits 

is firmly centred within a bureaucracy.  
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A second detail of bureaucracy is present via the administrative act of calculation. The calculation that 

underpins the expression of the value of the credits is within CAMEO’s remit as they decide what the 

monetary equivalent of a mercury filtration credit is. The manager of the scheme sets the economic 

value of the credit annually. This is then approved by the directors of the scheme (CAMEO). In many 

ways these managers and directors reflect the hierarchy of administrative staff that operate an 

administrative scheme. Weber (1978: 218) explicitly outlines how important hierarchies are to these 

structures when he states that “The organization of offices follows the principle of hierarchy; that is, 

each lower office is under the control and supervision of a higher one.” The prices set by the manager 

go to the level above to be approved by their administrative superior(s): The directors of the CAMEO 

burden sharing scheme.  

Once agreed, these values are subject to rules, as shown on CAMEO’s rules and regulations page on 

their website18 (CAMEO – Scheme Rules, 2021). This webpage dictates how members of the scheme 

are to act and how they are subject to this legal authority. Legal authority threads not only into the 

source of value that these credits have in their productive use, but also in the exchange value (Marx, 

2013) of the mercury abatement credit. The exchange value is firmly rooted in a legal authority of 

CAMEO’s rationalised set of calculations that are agreed upon in the hierarchy of the bureaucracy 

(Weber, 1978). Thus, legal authority is present in shaping the source of the value of the credit, as well 

as the expression of that value in an exchange system.  

Weber’s (1978) argument is that the legitimacy of the legal authority is what makes it effective. He 

argues that the legitimacy of a scheme lies in people’s belief in the administrative system. I have found 

this legitimacy to be supported by the use of administrative layering (Polzer et al, 2016). Specifically, 

if the legitimacy of legal authority is what makes it effective, as Weber (1978) argues, then, as its 

support, this administrative layering is supremely important to this analysis. Ecological targets are set 

at 50%, which is what grants the use value of a credit. The legitimate expression of that value is 

represented by the burden sharing system, which, as discussed, functions as a form of legal authority 

through rules, calculations, and hierarchies. Essentially, one layer of administration (targets) is layered 

by another layer of administration (legislation). The presence of the 50% legislation is what gives the 

CAMEO scheme legitimacy to express the value of these productive uses since they are seen as the 

facilitators of reaching this goal, as a ‘DEFRA approved organisation’. Without this layering, it would 

be difficult to see why crematorium managers would participate in and accept the values that CAMEO 

provide.  

These acts of administrative layering can also be seen within the organisation of CAMEO, where it is 

used to control the rendering of value out of these credits. My data shows that CAMEO use layers of 

administration to control the expression of the credits’ value. These calculations are layered behind 

 
18 http://www.cameoonline.org.uk/scheme-rules/  

http://www.cameoonline.org.uk/scheme-rules/
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other calculations, rulemaking, and documenting that mean tracking the actual value of the credit is 

very difficult if one is not operating inside the organisation of CAMEO. The deeper working of the 

calculation and its results are often unknown by crematorium managers as reflected by: 

Glenn (Crematorium 1): Well I think it’s £45 per cremation, so if you sell 900, it’s 900X45, 

which is a lot of money. It’s like 22 grand, or sommin like that. I don’t know if they take a 

percentage, I’m not sure, but we end up with a bit of money back, 10, 15 grand anyway.  

Mary (Crematorium 3): We’ve never built that CAMEO money into our base budget because 

it’s a diminishing – because as more crematoria are built, there’s fewer crematoria that need 

to buy their clean cremations, so now I’ve got 1000 spare, you don’t need your 500, so I’ve got 

to try and sell them. It’s going to be a buyer’s market. The pot is then split between everybody 

in that scheme. And CAMEO set the level for the cremations. We get the money, but it’s not 

built in as a set amount of money each year. When we look at our income projects, we don’t 

put it in. So we get the money in and the council put it in the capital pot, so at some point in the 

future when we need new cremators, well, it’s not in the crematorium reserve, it’s just in the 

general reserve. 

The acts of calculation that factor into the exchange value of the credits are therefore neither known, 

nor consistent for the crematorium managers operating in the CAMEO scheme. Glenn (Crematorium 

1) reports that they only end up with a bit of the money generated back into the crematorium pot. 

Although the money should tally at 900 x 45 = £40,500, he is, at most, getting £15,000 back, which 

means that a substantial amount of money is failing to transfer from the transaction, if all 900 cremations 

were sold. Though, Mary (Crematorium 3) tells me that CAMEO sets the level for the cremations, 

meaning that they set both the prices and the money back to each crematorium based on the numbers 

that are sold. This might help to explain Glenn’s disparity. His crematorium may have deposited 900 

tmacs but, due to an increasing number of crematoriums installing abatement and therefore a lower 

number of buyers, the number of these sold might, in reality, be around 330 tmacs. Consequently, 

calculation is difficult to establish based on the words of crematorium managers since they often do not 

know how much money is going to be coming back. This truth is locked behind the walls of the 

administrative organisation, reflected in Mary (Crematorium 3) saying that they do not factor the money 

back into their capital pot. Rather, calculation of value is undertaken behind a series of administrative 

layers that hide the real results of this calculation.  

It is not solely the numbers of tmacs sold that effects the price. Administrative layers are shown in the 

administration costs that are levied on top of each of the tmacs sold to the crematoria. In reality, this 

could mean that Glenn’s 330 cremations would not equate to £15,000, but rather £10,000. The 

administration costs are rationalised to serve a purpose of keeping the scheme running and, therefore, 

affect the income paid to contributors, as CAMEO’s website (CAMEO Scheme Rules, 2021)19 says in 

its rules section: 

 
19 http://www.cameoonline.org.uk/scheme-rules/  

http://www.cameoonline.org.uk/scheme-rules/
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Upon receipt of all payments from Burden Sharing Participants, the income, less the 

Administration Charge, is paid to Contributor Participants pro rata in accordance with the 

number of tmacs traded. 

This adds another layer to the calculation, which is almost impossible to work out since there is little 

clarity over how much these administration costs are. The calculation of these is only partially revealed 

by CAMEO. All that is mentioned of this is that the charge is calculated in relation to the number of 

tmacs traded. Yet, as I showed above, crematorium managers know how many tmacs they have 

deposited into the scheme, but they do not know how many of these have actually been traded since 

this reality is also locked behind another of CAMEO’s calculation systems.  

Layered on top of these administration costs is the use of the rules of the CAMEO burden sharing 

scheme. The rules ensure that one does not challenge the expression of value that is communicated back 

to crematoria. This point can be taken further in reference to another section of the CAMEO rules and 

regulations section on its website20 (CAMEO Scheme Rules):  

If any Participants fail to pay CAMEO any amount in relation to tmacs purchased, CAMEO 

shall in no way be liable to any Participants for any outstanding sums due or unpaid. If all 

monies due from Participants are not received by CAMEO by 1st March in each year, the 

Manager shall recalculate the tmac value by dividing the total sum received in from 

Participants by the number of tmacs traded, and each Contributor Participant and/or 

Independent Scheme Participant shall receive the revised tmac value less the Administration 

Charge pro rata in accordance with the number of tmacs traded. The value of outstanding 

tmacs will be accrued to the following years trading and/or recovered as a simple debt. 

This shows how these different administrative aspects can layer one another to formulate a legitimate 

form of legal authority. For instance, calculation(s) can often be layered within the rule of payment. In 

this quote, it can be seen that there are a series of calculations that factor into this. That is, the calculation 

of tmacs purchased, (re)calculation based on number of participants, this calculation minus the 

administration charges, and then, if there are accrued debts, the calculation of tmacs traded minus 

accrued debts. This is a complicated and difficult system to follow, which results in crematorium 

managers being unclear on their returns from the scheme. As already noted, Mary (Crematorium 3) 

reflected on this when she told me that crematorium managers do not know how much money they are 

going to receive from CAMEO for their tmacs, which is why it is not worked into their capital pot. 

These additional layers of calculation, document, and rule make it hard to trace the transaction of credits 

into the scheme. 

Furthermore, with CAMEO already calculating the exchange values of these tmacs, they could, 

theoretically, adapt the charge incurred as they wished. What I mean by this is that they are able to 

revise the tmac value ad hoc. The administration charge is also not clear, so it is hard to calculate the 

 
20 http://www.cameoonline.org.uk/scheme-rules/  

http://www.cameoonline.org.uk/scheme-rules/
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charge of this if you are not part of CAMEO. On top of this, the rules provide an authoritative layer to 

the calculation, as shown in the quote above. Thus, the calculation is unclear, but it is also levied against 

the crematorium manager, who is at the whim of the exchange system. These administrative layers 

therefore facilitate how the expression of value of the tmacs is subject to a legal authority that is deemed 

legitimate and is followed by crematoria across the UK.  

This differentiates from how Weber (1978) sees legitimacy as being followed. His argument is that 

people’s acceptance of legitimacy occurs because of their belief in the administrative system. In 

contrast, my argument is that the belief in the administrative system is not necessarily important. Rather, 

belief is important to the extent that one believes in the ideologies that underpin the CAMEO system. 

As such, belief alone does not drive its legitimacy, but it is certainly an important factor. Of this, I 

suggest that there are two ideologies that are operating here. One is ecology, as seen in the 

environmentally driven targets being at the heart of the productive use of the credits. The second 

ideology is a distinctively capitalist one, where there is an interest in generating more value out of 

surplus (Gidwani, 2013). This is shown in two pieces of data below. First, Mary shows how her 

participation in the scheme is due to beliefs in environmental sensitivity: 

Mary (Crematorium 3): The legislation wasn’t in place at that time, or the legislation was in 

place, but the deadline hadn’t been reached for the 50% of cremators being abated. So, we 

were in advance of that. Again, it was one of those, if you are able to, why wouldn’t you? For 

one thing, when we say we’re environmentally sensitive, how could we install new machines 

with the ability for the abatement technology and not take advantage of that. It’s like saying 

that we’re environmentally sensitive, but still putting all this mercury up through the chimney. 

It didn’t fit with our values as a council. And there was also, going on, that if we don’t have 

our own mercury abatement, we’re going to have to pay someone else’s. So, again, why would 

we? We can have ours and they can pay us instead. 

Mary’s happy to be a part of the scheme due to her belief in the ecological benefits that it provides. As 

she notes, the scheme reflects the environmentally sensitive values of the council that the crematoria 

operates within. This shows how Weber has a point about belief being important about the legitimacy 

of a scheme. This relates to value because the legitimacy of the scheme reflects its ability to provide a 

legitimate exchange value of the waste materials of the corpse. 

The second piece of data backing the point comes from a discussion between Derek and Glenn at 

Crematorium 1: 

Derek (Crematorium 1): Glenn how much of a percentage of our cremations do you sell? 

Glenn (Crematorium 1): 45. You have to legally abate 50 and then we keep 5% as a backup; 

just in case, if we ever had any down time or the filtration side – we’d have to dip into the 5%, 

which is basically like a backup. You still have to abate 50%, even if you’re having work done, 

so you have to take a bit more % of your cremations, so you sell less. 

Derek (Crematorium 1): Who do you sell that to, then? 
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Glenn (Crematorium 1): CAMEO. 

Derek (Crematorium 1): So, you got one crematorium filtering nothing, one pumping into 

atmosphere – it’s still going into atmosphere?  

Glenn (Crematorium 1): It is, isn’t it – it’s a paper exercise. Cameo is a paper exercise, that’s 

all it is because we’re abating a 100%, then down the road in (location secret) they don’t abate 

anything because they can’t fit the kit in, so they’re just pumping 1800 cremations into the 

atmosphere, but we’re abating them all, but yet they’re still polluting the atmosphere – you 

know what I mean? But yet they still have to pay, it’s like a sere-charge you have to pay, so I 

think they pay something like £55 per cremation to cameo, yeah they have to pay cameo for not 

abating.  

This directly shows how the legitimacy of legal authority is not necessarily tied to ones belief in the 

function of the administrative system. There is a lack of belief in the ecological benefits of the scheme 

since Derek and Glenn (Crematorium 1) both note how they might be filtering each of their cremations, 

but other crematoria could be pumping the equivalent into the atmosphere, despite using the credits to 

show their compliance. What is important is Glenn’s emphasis on CAMEO being a paper exercise. This 

shows that the moment that the ecological beliefs of the system begin to fade, the reality of the CAMEO 

machine comes to the fore and its legitimacy is questioned. It goes from being a DEFRA approved 

organisation that has the legitimacy to express the value of tmacs, to being a bureaucratic exercise. 

Essentially, the CAMEO scheme only appears legitimate so long as people believe that it works in 

ecological interests. The moment these fade, it’s reality as a bloated administration scheme comes to 

the surface.  

Glenn’s point is that the scheme clearly does not represent ecological interests. You pay when you don’t 

abate, which might be ecological in the sense that one is being punished for polluting, but it is also 

clearly anti-ecological as it is still allowing mercury emissions to enter into the atmosphere. This reflects 

a capitalist exchange system where one pays to pollute. As Weber (1978) has shown, legal authority 

strongly reflects the capitalist aspects of modern society. It is formed of rational calculation; 

calculations that CAMEO have utilised to come up with this £55 as an exchange value for allowing one 

cremation to pollute, as evidenced from the data above. The ecological intentions that crematoria buy 

into due to legislation are masked through administration. The reality of the scheme is the old capitalist 

equation of generating more monetary value at the expense of the environment. When this is shown, 

belief in the legitimacy of the scheme begins to falter.  

Though, it should be noted that this lack of belief does not mean that people stop buying into the 

authority, as Weber would suggest. Rather, Glenn (Crematorium 1) points towards the wider UK law 

as being why they operate within the system. They don’t believe in the legitimacy, but they operate 

within it regardless due to a wider administrative layer of UK law. Whilst Weber has a point about 

belief, I have shown here that belief is not always the deciding factor concerning somebody’s 

participation in the scheme. Glenn (Crematorium 1), as well as Mary’s (Crematorium 3) interest to an 



117 

 

extent, appears to be a capitalist one whereby their participation is not necessarily being required (they 

already abate 50% of their emissions), but it provides them a means to generate extra revenue. Glenn 

participates because of this extra revenue, not because he believes in the CAMEO system. Mary 

participates for the environmental sensitivity but, as she says, they (other crematoria) can pay them to 

keep the environment clean, rather than the other way around. 

This whole discussion concerning Weber’s (1978) concept of legal authority and the role it plays in 

generating value out of the waste materials of the corpse culminates in this argument: The rendering of 

value through quantification requires a legitimate productive use for the numerical credit, which, in this 

case, is its use as an ecological metric. Yet, it also requires a legitimate exchange system for this value 

to be expressed, which is the CAMEO burden sharing scheme, as a ‘DEFRA Approved Organisation’. 

However, this expression of value is not straightforward and is subject to those who hold the authority 

to generate a legitimate expression of the value of the mercury emissions credit. CAMEO managers 

often erect layers of administration that hides the ability to track the calculation of this expression of 

value. As such, there is a disparity present where the crematoria selling into the scheme do not know 

how much money will be returned since the calculations are subject to other calculations, as well as a 

system of rules and regulations, which then layer on top of each other. In the end, crematorium managers 

only see the expression of value that the administrative organisation of CAMEO want them to see. This 

shows how value is generated out of artificial necro-waste, but that this representation of the value 

through exchange is not always reliable. 

 

5.2 Rendering Value through Containment 

In this past section, my focus has been on how value is rendered through an administrative process of 

quantification. However, value is also rendered out of the waste materials of the corpse in physical 

ways, too. This next section aims to show how value can be rendered through the containment of these 

waste materials of the corpse as they journey across corpse disposal cultures. The clearest distinction I 

can make about this form of rendering from the discussion above is that the waste materials of the 

corpse are present in different ways in each. What I mean by this is that, in the quantification of these 

waste materials, the mercury emissions credits are not physically present in the crematorium. They exist 

within the CAMEO trading scheme. In contrast, the containment of the waste materials of the corpse 

shows how rendering is undertaken when this waste material is physically present in the backrooms of 

the crematorium, or on the natural burial ground. This is analysed through the example of the coffin.  

The rendering of value through the use of the coffin was relevant to both cultures of corpse disposal. 

Though, I would like to focus on the use of the coffin in the culture of natural burial for two specific 

reasons. Firstly, I have found that the use of the coffin worked differently in cremation and natural 

burial. Whilst the ability of the coffin to contain the pollution of the waste materials of the corpse is 
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relevant to both cremation and natural burial, the key difference is that, in natural burial, this 

containment must be able to decompose/breakdown once it has been buried in order for the corpse to 

feed the landscape. In cremation, containment was only relevant in holding the pollution of organic 

necro-waste and did not revolve around this second aspect. Secondly, since the former part of this 

chapter focused specifically on the crematorium, I wanted to balance this analysis to show how the 

rendering of value works in both cultures of corpse disposal. 

The coffin renders value out of the waste materials of the corpse through containment in two ways. 

First, it provides a layer of containment, which protects people from the pollution of organic necro-

waste by keeping the materials within its material walls. Once the containment journey has been 

completed and the coffin is buried in the soil of the natural burial ground, the waste materials of the 

corpse have been able to go from polluting to resource. It is here that the second aspect of rendering 

becomes relevant. This concerns the ability to break this containment and release the now resourceful 

organic necro-waste into the soil, allowing for the decomposing materials of the corpse to feed the 

landscape. In this way, the coffin provides an example of rendering through containment where the 

pollution from the waste materials of the corpse is able to be rendered into resource.  

This first aspect of rendering is reflected by Leanne, who illustrates how the coffin forms an entity of 

containment that protects people from the pollution of organic necro-waste: 

Leanne (Natural Burial Ground 1): …And I said, oh well we always seal the coffin before 

we bring it here because we don’t want the lid to fall off. Oh, so you want the coffin to be 

open up here? She said, yeah, well my sisters want to see her anyway, and I’m like oh right, 

okay then! Luckily, three weeks on, this woman still looks fabulous. She had a little bit of 

discolouration, but you could barely tell. That was the first time I’ve had an open coffin in 

here. I had her at the end here – they brought the veil up, I put it on for her. I said, so you 

want me to leave it open for the family. And they said yeah. So, I had her open. Some of the 

English friends that came – it wasn’t what they would have expected. I had to warn them – the 

coffin’s open, if you don’t want to see it, then stay back! But, all the family came in and saw 

her. We then put the lid on before we did the service. 

Leanne tells me this story about one of the rare instances, in her experience, that a family had wanted 

the coffin to remain open. The wording that she uses shows how the coffin can be thought of as an 

entity of containment. In particular, she notes how her funeral business always ‘seal’ the coffin before 

bringing it onto the natural burial ground to ensure that the lid does not fall off. This may be for a 

practical reasoning, as she hints, but there is also the sense that, when one seals a lid, the intention is to 

keep it from opening again.  

What is important to note, however, is that an open coffin is only problematic to a particular national 

culture. Specifically, the family are Nigerian, and Leanne distinguishes their bereavement practices of 

keeping the coffin open as potentially being problematic to the English friends that had attended. This 

open casket is seldom practiced among the English. However, in many other cultures, keeping the coffin 
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open in order to view the dead is a common practice largely due to either rapid burial after death (i.e. 

due to religious or climate based reasoning) or due to embalming practices. Therefore, as I am 

discussing this point about coffins being sources of containment, I want to make it clear that I am 

referring to the English experience since this is where my data was gathered. These points may be less 

applicable elsewhere. 

The significance of the coffin as a source of containment is shown when Leanne (Natural Burial Ground 

1) recalls the open coffin and the corpse being on show. When referring to the dangers of pollution, she 

changes the deceased from subject to object. Earlier in the quote, when she recalls that the 

decomposition had not set in too badly, she refers to the deceased as a subject, stating how she still 

looked great. However, when she recalls the situation where control over the coffin had been given to 

the family, she positions the deceased as an object, stating to the English funeral goers ‘if you don’t 

want to see it, then stay back’. The it has particular relevance to this objectification of the corpse when 

the coffin has been opened. Seemingly, the corpse becomes an object to be managed; something that 

leaks, seeps, and does not embody the identity that the person carried in life since its materials breach 

its now failing boundaries; leaking its humanity (Lawton, 1998).  

It is an ‘other’, a potential source of disgust (Douglas, 2002), a potential danger that is potent enough 

that Leanne felt she had to warn the English funeral goers. Then, when the service commenced, the lid 

of the coffin was placed back on top, hiding that object of the corpse. This argument reflects Troyer’s 

(2008) discussions of the place of a corpse in US and UK law. He notes how legal codes, particularly 

sexual offence laws, observe the corpse as a ‘juridico-legal monster’ (p.147). The particularities of 

Troyer’s point that I want to reflect on here are not to do with sexuality, but rather how he formulates 

the corpse as this dual monster; as a monster of nature due to its decomposition, and the people, as 

reflected by its place in law. This natural monstrosity of the corpse is clearly reflected in Leanne’s 

comment as she articulates a very real threat of a corpse decomposing into this monstrous ‘it’ that she 

warns the funeral goers of. The coffin is a cage to encase the monster. To hold it. To stop its monstrosity 

from posing a pollution problem (Robins and Smith, 2020) to the bereaved. 

The significance of the coffin lid from this quote reinforces my argument that the coffin provides a form 

of rendering through its being an entity of containment; its walls keeping pollution from breaching into 

wider, public spaces. Yet, the broader argument here is that this entity of containment of the coffin 

allows the waste material to become mobile (Jassal, 2015) in a way that its pollution does not leak from 

these parameters. Indeed, the journey begins before the service, usually at the funeral directors’ 

premises when the bereaved choose a coffin and the funeral director then places the corpse into that 

coffin. From this point, the coffin becomes the entity that houses the corpse and facilitates its travel in 

a way that it is not naked to the world, being stared at and scrutinised by the wider public. This caged 

monstrous corpse outlined above is perhaps just one stop on this journey. 
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Not all coffins are the same, and I argue that the value rendered out of waste materials of the corpse 

through this containment of the corpse varies based on its materials. Stronger coffin materials are 

excellent at performing this feature of providing an entity of containment for the corpse, whilst other 

more ecologically friendly ones, are not as effective. Specifically, Derek echoes this point to me: 

Derek (Crematorium 1): Because it’s cardboard, it’s got a plywood base just to give it a bit 

of strength because if the body leaked and it got wet, the cardboard would fall apart, which is 

not good for us.  

Derek’s point is that when a coffin is soft in its material make up, it must be supported so that the 

organic necro-waste from the decomposition of the corpse does not breach these soft layers. He tells 

me that the wetness of organic necro-waste fluids–that forms pollution in the crematorium and in natural 

burial before the body is buried–can be particularly problematic because when it reacts to the cardboard, 

it can make the shell of the coffin fall apart and the liquids leak from containment. Specifically, he tells 

me how the cardboard is not strong enough to support organic necro waste leaking. The strength that 

Derek refers to concerns the strength of the material of the coffin. Cardboard is soft and susceptible to 

wetness, making it an unsuitable vehicle for the containment of organic necro-waste.  

In contrast, coffin materials, such as hardwood, provide a strong material boundary between the corpse 

and those outside of the coffin. This was again shown to me by Leanne who was required to exhume a 

body that had been buried for some years:  

Leanne (Natural Burial Ground 1): …He was buried in a solid wood coffin, so the coffin lid 

was still intact with a fancy brass plate on it with his name and everything to be seen by 

everybody without having to see him inside. They had seen the nameplate and that was enough. 

So okay, that’s an unusual one for you. Most coffins are just made from wood veneer chip coffin, 

but this was solid wood, proper brass engraved.  

These strong materials provide an effective vessel for containing the pollution of the corpse inside. 

Specifically, Leanne mentions that the material was so strong that, even after years of being buried 

under the soil where it was exposed to numerous elements, the sealed containment had still not broken. 

There was nothing to worry about in terms of the pollution seeping from it. She emphasises how the 

strong wooden materials of the coffin meant that everybody didn’t have to see him inside of the coffin 

after the years of burial. The success in achieving the first aspect of rendering value out of the necro-

waste through containment is heavily based on the material of the coffin.  

Though, this is just the first aspect of this rendering through containment. That is, these entities of 

containment provide a route into the soil where the organic necro-waste goes from being polluting to 

resource as they can be used to feed the ground. Thus, this first aspect of the coffin’s rendering of value 

through containment should be thought of as facilitating this meaning exchange, providing the means 

for this movement from pollution to resource to be able to take place. Once the coffin is buried in the 
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soil, however, this containment needs to be able to break down and decompose in order to release the 

organic necro-waste into the landscape.  

The heavier the coffin material, the harder it is to fulfil this second aspect of rendering. That is, the 

coffin must be able to breakdown upon burial, whereby the containment would open and there would 

be a release of the resourceful waste materials of the corpse. The hardwood material of the coffin is so 

effective at being an entity that contains the pollution of organic necro-waste that it also traps it, 

stopping it from becoming a resource. Even after years, these hardwood coffins can still be intact. To 

be able to read the brass name plate shows how it has not broken down and allowed the organic necro-

waste to become resourceful by feeding the ground. This is highly problematic in natural burial, which 

strives itself on the rendering of organic necro-waste into resource since its central underpinning is built 

around the corpse giving back to the landscape (Rumble, 2010). 

Alternative, but also lighter, coffin materials better achieve these ends. Whilst they may not be as 

effective entities for this containment, they are exceptional in their ability to release the resource from 

that containment when reacting to the soil. The importance of this choice in coffins is reflected in the 

Association of Natural Burial Grounds (ANBG, 2010: 4) code of conduct, which states that: 

Coffins and shrouds - Association members accept for burial bodies whether wrapped in a 

shroud or an alternative biodegradable container or wrapping. Members will encourage the 

use of environmentally friendly coffins and natural materials. 

These environmentally friendly coffins are desirable since they are formed of alternative materials that 

easily break down when buried in the soil. The environmentally friendly coffins that are mentioned here 

are specifically related to cardboard coffins, which I found were the most common type of coffin located 

at natural burial grounds. They break down easily in the ground and provide the ability for that 

containment to be released once it is ready to do so. The heavier hardwood coffins evidently do not. 

Thus, the point is that alternative materials prove problematic as vehicles of containment, as Derek 

(Crematorium 1) showed, but they are exceptionally effective at the second aspect of rendering which 

is the releasing of the resource.  

This code of conduct from the ANBG is further reflected by Mandy, an independent funeral director, 

who tells me that: 

Mandy (Funeral Director): Cardboard in the ground – the best ecological thing you can have. 

I mean, I make my own shrouds, if people want a shroud. But, with shrouds, that person is on 

a board. Because the legal requirement is to have a person stiff, not floppy. So, it’s on a board. 

And then we put some hessian fabric over and pad it with hay, so you haven’t got a face, as it 

were. 

Mandy’s point shows that the understanding of funeral directors working around natural burial is this 

notion that the lighter the coffin material is, the better for the environment it is when it is buried. The 

cardboard coffin is, as Mandy says, the best ecological thing you can have. The thin layers and 
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cardboard material that made it problematic for containing the pollution of the waste materials of the 

corpse during their transport means the opposite here. Namely, it is able to break down more easily than 

other types of coffin. As the plan of natural burial is for the body to be giving back to the landscape, 

then the cardboard coffin is this environmentally friendly coffin that the ANBG state should be 

encouraged by funeral directors (ANBG, 2010).  

This lightness is also taken a step further beyond the traditional coffin of wood or cardboard in both the 

ANBG code of conduct and Mandy’s quote. Specifically, they emphasise the use of the shroud as an 

even lighter form of coffin able to give way to the soil. These shrouds are used to cover the body, often 

maintaining the shape of the corpse, rather than encasing it in an either wood or cardboard material. 

The shrouds are essentially offering the most minimal source of containment. My data gathering 

revealed that the shroud was the minimal amount of containment used by funeral directors. In this case, 

a board is required to support the body, keeping it stiff and supported as it is interred into the ground.  

Therefore, the coffins utilised in natural burial are so often made of an alternative material, which is 

effective at releasing the resourceful organic necro-waste, but ineffective at containing it up until this 

point, when it is polluting without the assistance of other materials. The heavier coffin materials do the 

opposite; they are exceptional at containing the pollution of the waste material of the corpse, but 

ineffective at being able to release the resource once it is buried. This quick summary brings me onto 

my main argument for this analysis, which is to consider how a coffin can be effective at both of these 

aspects of rendering value through containment, namely to be able to both limit pollution and release 

resource. The answer to this is the use of material layering. This material layering is just that – the 

layering of materials on top of one another. For example, the use of a board under a shroud. It should 

be noted, however, that this does not work for those stronger, hardwood coffins. Rather, it is a way of 

making coffins made of alternative materials more effective at containing the pollution of organic necro-

waste.  

This point was hinted at already based on Mandy’s comment about the use of shrouds. The shroud 

presented a challenge in that, without proper support, the corpse would be floppy. Rather, the corpse 

must be stiff; it must be static so not to upset the bereaved. To do this, Mandy adds another material 

layer to the shroud. This is seen in the use of the board to render the floppy corpse into a stiff one. The 

importance of containment here is for its maintaining of the stiffness of the corpse. This is something 

that, in all my searches of literature in the sociology of the corpse, has surprisingly been 

underrepresented. Yet, stiffness is seemingly important to this discussion. From Mandy’s quote, 

stiffness is desired in order to be able to move and control the corpse more efficiently. Indeed, with 

floppiness, one must contend with flailing arms falling to the side and heads drooping. The floppiness 

of the corpse casts it as a subject; a living, breathing person. With stiffness, the corpse can be transported 

more effectively. It is reinforced as an object that does not act out, but rather surrenders as it is moved 
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from point A to B. As such, maintaining stiffness should be thought of as vital for the role that 

containment has in transporting the corpse. 

This point is echoed in the use of other, more natural material layers. Specifically, Mandy (Funeral 

Director) uses hessian fabric to layer the shroud and adds a material layer of hay to cover the face of 

the deceased. This can be seen as a way of hiding the identifiable features of the deceased. She 

particularly notes how these fabrics and padding are used so that “you haven’t got a face, as it were.” 

These layers of containment are clearly used to hide the personal aspects of the corpse, which Leanne 

(Natural Burial Ground 1) showed can be harrowing when discolouration comes to set in and smells 

emerge, moving the corpse from the sleeping subject to the problematic, leaking corpse. An object 

whose boundaries are falling and comes to no longer represent the deceased (Parsons, 2003). 

In many ways, this reflects the point above in that these material layers of containment work to render 

out the troubling monstrosity that emerges from a hybridisation of subject and object of the corpse 

(Troyer, 2008), whereby the personal features of the corpse decompose, giving way to a monstrous 

being. In formulating the corpse as a controllable, neutralised object, these material layers render out 

the pollution that the humanness of the corpse presents. Mandy’s point clearly articulates this as she 

highlights how material layers are operationalised to phase out the humanness of the corpse, such as its 

face, which has been proven as troubling for those that confront the dead body due to its representation 

of that corpse as human being (Quigley, 1996).  

Far more than limiting the pollution of the corpse, this objectification also opens it up to routes of 

exchange, meaning that value can be generated out of it. Indeed, there have been particular qualms out 

of profiting from the materials of the human. For example, Rumble (2019) has argued akin to Hoeyer 

(2009) that various materials associated with corpse, such as medical implants, are forms of 

compensation rather than formulated as profit. This is largely suggested to be due to the humanity tied 

to these materials as once being part of a person. However, the corpse as it is being presented in the 

data here, reflects a funeral commodity (Olson, 2016a; Troyer, 2020). That is, in English funerary 

cultures, the material layers of the coffin formulate a commodity that is used for housing the deceased 

body and is able to be exchanged for money in the Death Industry. This, according to Appadurai (1986), 

would be enough to formulate the ‘coffined’ corpse as a commodity since exchangeability is the core 

feature of its social life. This objectification of the corpse, which these material layers achieve through 

emphasising its staticness, its stiffness, and the hiding of personalised features; formulates the corpse 

as a commodity. No longer is the image one of a monstrous other as Troyer (2008) conceptualises. 

Rather, it is safely behind the walls of the coffin layers, the corpse lies at the heart of a commodity that 

can be used and exchanged. 

Adding to this are the discourses of nature imbued within the material layers formulating the coffined 

corpse. Mandy (Funeral Director), for example, specifically uses materials from the natural 
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environment to layer the containment that the shroud provides. In particular, to ensure that the face is 

no longer visible and, as such render out the natural monstrosity of a decomposing corpse, she uses hay 

as an additional layer to contain it. Intriguingly, hay is seen as part of the environment, natural in the 

sense that it can be used to communicate with companion species (Haraway, 2003; Reno, 2014), as well 

as being ecologically friendly due to its ability to blend into the rest of the natural landscape when the 

corpse is buried. In this way, material layers are a part of that commodity itself. They render by 

removing the pollution out of the waste materials of the corpse and formulate them as a resource in the 

form of a commodity, becoming a part of this themselves. This is how rendering through containment 

is able to generate value out of the waste materials of the corpse. 

 

5.3 Rendering Value through Labour Technique: The Application of Skill  

The third form of rendering is focused on funerary labour by death industry professionals and the 

bereaved, and the techniques that they use for generating value out of the waste materials of the corpse. 

In this section, I will specifically highlight the labour techniques conducted in cremation. Particular 

attention is turned to the techniques that cremator operators use when working with the cremator 

technology. This builds upon the previous chapters argument about how the crematorium comes to 

resemble a production line. With this thread already established, I will build upon it to show how labour 

techniques formulate value on this production line of the crematorium. I do not overlook natural burial, 

however, as I draw on data gathered from funeral directors that either own or work closely with natural 

burial grounds to show how labour techniques conducted by funeral directors help value to be generated 

out of the waste materials of the corpse in this disposal culture. As such, this section of the chapter 

details four different labour techniques key to rendering value out of these waste materials. Two are 

gauging and manipulation, which are used by cremator operators; and the other two, refrigeration and 

purging, are used by the funeral directors included in the sample, as well as the bereaved. 

In cremation, labour techniques are closely tied to the operation of the cremator technology. 

Specifically, the aim of the technology is to remove organic necro-waste which has been shown to be 

polluting in the previous chapter, as demonstrated in DEFRA’s (2012: 32) ‘statutory guidance for 

crematoria’: 

For all cremators, the remains in the cremator should only be moved when calcination is 

completed. The removal of ash and non-combustible residues from the cremator should be 

undertaken carefully so as to prevent dust emissions via the flue; Cremated remains should be 

moved and stored in a covered container. 

It is clear that the intention is to remove the wetness of the organic necro-waste and in its place to leave 

a set of dry, productive bone fragments, which become the cremated remains that provide a basis for 

memorialising the deceased (Mathijssen, 2017). The process of achieving calcination of the remains 

refers to the moisture and organic materials being removed from the corpse, leaving an ideal dryness. 
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This process is not entirely captured by this guidance from DEFRA. They only note that when 

calcination is completed, the remains should be removed, but they say nothing of how this calcination 

is to be gauged. Rather, this gauging of when the calcination is completed reflects a labour technique 

that is vital to rendering pollution out of necro-waste.  

Specifically, cremator operators have a technique of gauging the status of the corpse as it is processed 

in the cremator. As we stand in the cremator room at crematorium 2, the operator, Tony, tells me about 

this approach, he motions for me to look through the small glass hole on the front of the cremator as he 

explains his technique of gauging the remains:  

Tony (Crematorium 2): The idea being that when there’s no flame left, there’s nothing 

organic left to burn. Everything’s gone – you’ve just got your bones left. That’s how you’re 

supposed to gauge when it’s done… As long as there is nothing organic from the person, that’s 

fine. You basically rake it all out down into here, and it cools, you drop it down and you take it 

out. 

As Tony points this out to me, he hovers over the small glass observational window on the front of the 

cremator. Through this small piece of glass, I could see the cremation of a corpse that was currently 

being undertaken. The coffin had burned away, and the tissues were melting away from the skeleton. 

The most intense burning had already happened. There was a skull, leg bones, but no coffin or human 

tissue that I could see. Yet, the cremation was not over and we were now at a point where Tony would 

be gauging when calcination has been achieved. The way that he does this gauging is by using the flame. 

The flame acts as an indicator that, when it goes out, the liquid, organic remains have burned away, and 

raking the bones and metals can take place. As Tony says, when the flame goes out, you know there is 

nothing organic left and, as such, the dry remains can be raked from the cremator to be cooled, ready to 

be transformed into the cremated remains. Once he had said this, I realised the significance of the 

lingering flames around the bones of the deceased as I had overlooked that the flames required the 

organic materials in order to be present. 

This technique of gauging is vital since, during my time at each crematorium, I did not see any fixed 

time periods for a cremation. Operators could provide me with a rough time figure for a cremation, but 

every operator I spoke to said that no cremation was ever the same. It depended on size, heat, and coffin 

type.21 Indeed, there is no concrete figure of time that it takes for a corpse to calcify. This is because 

different organic materials take a different amount of time to cremate. The flame would do a job of 

allowing the cremator operator to gauge which organic material was still present by presenting a 

lingering flame that they could periodically check.  

 
21 Whilst I spoke about the ecological strength of cardboard coffins in natural burial, the opposite is true in 

cremation. Wood coffins require less gas to burn as they provide fuel, whereas cardboard coffins burn away 

quickly, providing little fuel for the fire. This means that more gas and energy is used and the cremation can take 

longer. 
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The labour technique of gauging also informed a second labour technique in the crematorium, which I 

conceptualise as manipulation. Tony tells me about how he uses his gauging of the flame to inform how 

he manages the cremation of the corpse to ensure that all the organic remains are removed as efficiently 

as possible: 

Tony (Crematorium 2): Your brains squishy and made of water – it takes a long time to burn 

does your brain. So you charge head first because the flames up here and the main burner 

comes down this way and it gets that section. Your legs are nothing – they’ll just burn away 

with just a bit of heat in there. But, your heart and all your organs, and your brain; it takes a 

long time to burn them away. So, usually, the last thing to go is probably your brain. If you’re 

full of cancer - that can take a long time to burn.  

Researcher: Tumours? 

Tony (Crematorium 2): Yeah, I think they’re denser or something. They can take a long time 

to burn. You’ve just got to be careful because if we open it now and there is a bit left, you can’t 

really shut it again. You’d have to open the door and let the residual heat that’s in there – and 

there’s a lot – work on it. And there just isn’t enough time. But, it shouldn’t be too long now. 

With the brain taking longer to cremate than the legs, the crematorium operator would ‘charge’ the 

corpse into the cremator head first. What this means is that the flame will be directly over the brain, 

ensuring that this tougher to cremate piece of organic necro-waste is removed at the same time as the 

legs, which only take residual heat to reduce. The flame is controlled by a manipulation of the airflow, 

whereby Tony could control an increase or decrease of the amount of oxygen being pumped into the 

machine. This was important because if he needed the flame to be stronger or longer then he could 

increase the oxygen, which would feed the flame and ensure that these difficult to cremate parts of the 

corpse are calcified. Only by first gauging the status of the cremation can Tony manipulate the oxygen 

levels to be able to cremate the corpse evenly and ensure that there are no lingering pieces of organic 

tissue remaining and ensure an even burn. Both of these techniques in the crematorium, gauging and 

manipulation, are clearly not independent from one another.  

Tony (Crematorium 2) hints at a reasoning of this need for the manipulation of the technology towards 

the end of the quote where he states that there just isn’t enough time. Crematoria are packed with back 

to back funeral slots and corpses to cremate. Shadowing Tony, Derek, Kirk, Rob, and Pete across the 

three crematoria in the sample, the day rarely contained a moment of respite. Corpses were coming 

through the door to be cremated every half an hour to an hour. With two cremators at each of the three 

crematoria, a body was always being subject to the high temperatures inside the cremator. The 

production line routine discussed in the previous chapter was continuous throughout the afternoon. It 

was therefore easy to see what Tony meant about there not being enough time to wait for those tougher 

pieces of organic tissue, such as tumours, to cremate by the residual heat. The routine would break, 

corpses would be held over, creating a backlog of corpses to be cremated in addition to the new arrivals 

over the week. A manipulation of the technology was required to avoid this. 
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In the previous chapter, I discussed at some length the way that artificial necro-waste presents pollution 

problems by likening the crematorium to a factory. I noted how there was some truth to this since there 

is a production line present deep within the crematorium. This is certainly extended based on what has 

been found in this piece of data from Tony. In particular, I argue, that the factory like status of the 

crematorium is a vital component of the production process of corpse disposal that facilitates the 

generation of value out of the materials of the corpse. This is evident through the production lines that 

I found evident in the backroom of the crematorium, which formulates its internal features as a form of 

factory. Yet, whilst the image of the crematorium as factory is a pollution problem that infringes on the 

upholding of the dignity of the dead (Davies, 2005), the reality is that these factory like practices inside 

of the crematorium are vital for producing value out of the waste materials of the corpse. The polluting 

waste materials from the corpse, its organic materials, are the raw materials to be reduced down, leaving 

behind only the dry resource of productive waste material. The bone fragments become the cremated 

remains, whilst any metals or ceramics go on to be recycled. It is this syphoning out of organic waste 

material and the salvaging (Alexander & Reno, 2012) of the dry materials through gauging and 

manipulation in the crematorium that leads to the use and exchange values of these waste materials to 

be emphasised. For, it is these dry materials that become the funeral commodity (Olson, 2016a), the 

basis for memorialising the deceased after death.  

Whilst the production line facilitates the generation of value, it is the application of skill within this 

system that generates the value. There is a great amount of skill shown by Tony as he gauges and 

manipulates the waste materials of the corpse to ensure that they are reduced evenly. The skill being 

shown is the knowledge that certain parts of the corpse will take longer to cremate than others. It is the 

ability to identify organic materials, such as tumours, through the small lens on the front of the cremator 

door. The ability to manipulate the oxygen in the cremator to be able to focus the flame upon those parts 

that are taking longer to burn away. This speaks to Marx’ (2013) point about living labour. For Marx, 

the labour put into the making of the commodity, in this case the cremated remains, is a mode of 

existence for capital. That is, as soon as labour enters into the production process of, in this case, 

cremation; it is incorporated into the capital produced from the commodity. This living labour is the 

crematorium operator and the labour that they are putting into the production of the cremated remains 

through the application of skill. Their labour is a key component of the value of the cremated remains 

produced. For, without these techniques, corpses would be piling up in the backrooms of the crematoria 

as pieces of organic material stubbornly clinging to the cremator machine. 

Yet, both of these techniques of gauging and manipulation as applications of skill are strongly routed 

in an interaction between the cremator operator and the cremator. The cremator speaks to the operator 

through the flame that lingers within the machine, indicating where organic tissues require attention. 

For example, Tony (Crematorium 2) mentions how the absence of flame communicates the absence of 

organic material. The application of skill therefore concerns far more than a knowledge of the remains, 



128 

 

but also an understanding of the messages that the machine generates. The undertaking of these labour 

techniques, and therefore the value generated out of the waste materials of the corpse, is firmly fixed in 

the understanding that the cremator operator has of the message made by the cremator. 

This point is echoed in the way that pollution is rendered out of the waste materials of the corpse in the 

crematorium, as Kirk, a cremator operator at crematorium 3 tells me: 

Kirk (Crematorium 3): …It could set the fat on fire. You could have what we call an out of 

control cremation, where the actual fat could liquefy and that could spew right out of the front.  

Researcher: Has that happened?  

Kirk (Crematorium 3): Not here. Because what we do is make sure that the cremators have 

cooled down to the correct temperature. About 550. Then make sure that there’s no air or 

oxygen in there. The machine will do that automatically. If we put air on, then we’re going to 

increase the heat and make it more of an aggressive burn. So, basically, it wants to be very 

slow. And you can see that by looking through the spy-hole. The flame will move really slowly. 

The coffin will burn away and then you’ll come onto the cadaver itself. Then, it will take its 

time to make sure that those fats are stripped away, but not in an aggressive fashion where, 

you know, it turns into a liquid 

The labour techniques of gauging and manipulation can be clearly seen to lower the potential of a fat 

fire and are a way of limiting the pollution of organic necro-waste. This interaction between the 

technology and the operator is specifically seen in the speed at which the flame moves within the 

cremator. For instance, Kirk uses the flame to gauge the temperature in the cremator as he states that it 

helps him to garner how much oxygen is being pumped into the machine. A slower moving flame 

indicates that there is less oxygen and the machine indicates that the temperature is sufficiently low 

enough for a larger corpse to be cremated. Kirk calls it a stripping away of the fats; it’s a delayering of 

each layer, which is intended to be gentle and slow. Gauging and manipulation of the oxygen levels are 

used to ensure that the burn is not aggressive and that the fats do not burn out of control, spewing from 

the machine on fire. In this way, these techniques can be seen as a way of limiting a substantial pollution 

problem of organic necro-waste.   

What this results in is the organic materials being stripped away from the corpse inside the cremator. 

The use of gauging and manipulation ensure that these undesirable waste materials are not only 

overcome, but overcome in an efficient and timely manner. From this, no organic necro-waste remains 

lingering in the cremator, hugging pieces of otherwise dry and productive bone. Rather, through these 

two labour techniques, the pollution of organic necro-waste in the crematorium has been rendered out 

and, in its place, the dry, productive materials of the corpse sit ready to be transformed into the cremated 

remains that provide the basis for memorialising the deceased through their ability to be scattered and/or 

transformed into an object (Mathijssen, 2017). In essence, through interacting with the cremator, Kirk 

is able to render pollution out of necro-waste and subsequently generate value out of it by leaving only 
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the resource. No organic abominations (Douglas, 2002) are left to congeal within these dry, productive 

remains. 

This prevalence of labour techniques was not only key to generating value out of necro-waste in the 

crematorium, but also heavily featured in the work of funeral directors. Through my interviews with 

funeral directors, I discovered that a different set of labour techniques are present in their work which 

are also important to generating value out of the waste materials of the corpse. It should be noted, 

however, that these techniques were more frequently used in conjunction with natural burial grounds 

than crematoria since most of the funeral directors interviewed in this thesis were closely tied to the 

culture of natural burial either previously or currently owning a natural burial ground.  

Labour techniques were particularly relevant to the preservation of the corpse as a number of the funeral 

directors did not embalm the deceased due to its incompatibility with natural burial, as artificial necro-

waste. They instead sought alternatives. One of these – the use of cold rooms – was explained to me by 

Jay:  

Jay (Natural Burial Ground 2): We don’t embalm, we can get embalmers in to do it, but I 

think in 20 years, we’ve only had 4 people embalmed because we don’t embalm. We have two 

funeral director premises and we have cold rooms. You have those rooms where they come out 

on a tray, but they’re still cold rooms. But, what we have is big rooms that are insulated the 

same way but bigger and refrigerated. And the bodies if they’re in coffins or on beds, they’re 

on wheels and we can wheel them out or just to maximise the storage capacity, we have racks 

with machines to move them on and off with.  

This technique of what I will call refrigerating the corpse is used to overcome pollution risks of both 

organic and artificial necro-waste. It does this by halting the emergence of organic necro-waste seeping 

from the broken barriers of the corpse (Lawton, 1998), as well as providing an alternative to the artificial 

necro-waste of embalming fluids. However, my discussion about this will mainly be focused on the role 

that refrigeration has in the preservation of the corpse as a contained entity from which no organic 

necro-waste can seep. My findings from the data reflect this. For instance, the UK Health and Safety 

Executive (2018: 39) in their document ‘managing infection risks when handling the deceased’ also 

show the value of the technique of refrigeration for slowing the decomposition of the corpse:  

Keeping the remains cold limits the rate of decomposition by slowing the growth of bacteria 

which contribute to the decomposition process. Certain drugs (administered before death) may 

also influence the rate of decomposition.  

…There are a number of other means by which cooling could be achieved, for example, by: 

using cold tables; installing air chillers; using facilities at larger premises (if site is a satellite 

premises); making arrangements with local hospitals to delay collection.  

If bodies are to be held for less than 48 hours, storage at 6°C or less is appropriate. If you need 

longer term storage, this should be carried out at temperatures of 5°C or less. 
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What these quotes from both Jay and the Health and Safety Executive show is the role of refrigeration 

for limiting decomposition and halting the emergence of organic necro-waste before burial. It is 

seemingly a vital technique used for the preservation of the corpse and is facilitated by the use of the 

space of the refrigerator. This is a room where the walls are insulated and the corpse is kept on a cold 

table to keep its boundaries from degrading; a method of slowing down the disorder of decomposition 

(Olson, 2014). I found that this was a frequent technique which was used across the sample of funeral 

directors and was used from mortuary premises all the way to those funeral directors working out of 

their homes. 

Whilst each of these mortuary’s used by the sample are refrigerated–from the walls to the trays that the 

corpse is kept on–refrigeration is undertaken in diverse ways, involving the use of different tools. 

Independent funeral directors can often refrigerate the body at home and, moreover, the bereaved can 

participate in this technique, meaning that these labour techniques are not solely kept within the English 

Death Industry. For example, during my interview with Mandy (Funeral Director), I was invited to her 

home, which is also her working space. I received a tour during the interview and was taken to what 

she called her ‘departure lounge’. This was where she stored the corpses. The room itself acted as a 

refrigerator, akin to the quotes above. When I walked into it, I could feel the cold stone through my 

boots; stone that followed up from the floor onto the walls and up to the ceiling. She invited me to touch 

the wall, so I did and it was just as cold, if not colder than the stone beneath my feet, absorbing the 

fierce rural Northern winds of the early spring beating against it from the outside. To the side of the 

room, next to one of these walls was a cool table where she kept the corpse. It was vacant for the time 

being, but as we walk around this room no larger than the size of a single parking garage, she draws my 

attention to a blanket: 

Mandy (Funeral Director): I tend to put that on the person, and then the cool blanket – and 

then that connects into here, which has got cooling fluid in it, which cools it right down. And 

then you cover it up with this insulation over the top, and it works really well. And the beauty 

of it is that they can use it at home. 

There are a few things to unpack from this quote. Firstly, it can be seen that Mandy uses an additional 

refrigeration technique in her use of the cooling blanket. This shows how refrigeration is not solely 

locked to one location, but rather how it can be made portable to ensure that the boundaries of the body 

are contained. Second, and developing on this, the use of the cooling blanket reflects a parallel way that 

refrigeration enables value to be generated out of the waste materials of the corpse, with its ability to 

be used by the bereaved.  

This draws me into a larger point about the production of value through rendering via refrigeration. 

That is, valuation is not enabled solely through the notion of production seen in the crematorium. Rather, 

there is a sense of prosumption (Toffler, 1980; Beer & Burrows, 2010; Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010; Fuchs, 

2011; Ritzer, 2014) among the bereaved when the labour technique of refrigeration is to be considered. 
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What I mean by prosumption is that, as Ritzer & Jurgenson (2010) have suggested, it is the combination 

of producing and consuming a thing. In this instance, Mandy is able to render value out of the necro-

waste by the technique of refrigeration, but the bereaved are not solely consumers of this value, rather 

they have an active role in (re)producing it.  

This is a vital difference between the operation of each of the disposal cultures of natural burial and 

cremation. Namely that, based on the data gathered, the production/consumption binary is present in a 

cremation culture that emerged at the turn of the 20th century and grew in popularity in the 1960s. In 

contrast, the contemporary manifestation of natural burial has emerged in the 1990s, and is growing in 

popularity as I write this thesis. My point is that labour techniques emerge differently in each of these 

cultures and that the dual role of producer and consumer appears to be a growing feature of the English 

Death Industry, particularly in relation to natural burial. This is not to say that prosumption was not a 

feature of these moments of capitalism present in the turn of the 20th century, but, as Ritzer (2014) 

shows, it is a more central feature of contemporary flows of capital. Likewise, prosumption is certainly 

not irrelevant to cremation; the point is that the culture that underpins natural burial makes this 

prosumption a more central feature, just as Ritzer has suggested. 

What is clear is that the culture that the Natural Death Centre promotes, the very one that informs the 

operation of natural burial, emphasises an option of keeping the corpse at home. It is here that elements 

of prosumption become clearer and they are certainly not lost on the quote above as Mandy outlines 

how the beauty of the cooling blanket is that it can be used by the bereaved to keep the corpse at home. 

Before moving further with this point, however, I want to draw into a fourth labour technique that this 

chapter is concerned with since refrigeration is not the only act of prosumption among the bereaved. 

Alongside refrigeration is a process called purging, which is explained to me by Mandy: 

Mandy (Funeral Director): Well, what I tend to do – if somebody’s very thin, it’s usually not 

necessary, if I don’t get a body for 2 or 3 days; it’s called ‘purging’. This is where the 

embalming comes in, it takes all of that away. Sometimes tummies are distended as well. I’ve 

never blocked ears – never had a problem with ears. But, I tend to use those little round make 

up pad things and I just put them down the throat, and block the throat. By the time you’ve done 

that, you can then close the mouth. Because there’s nothing worse than having somebody, 

keeping them cool for a couple of days and then getting the clothes, and then trying to dress 

them, and rolling somebody – and then it comes out. It’s not very pleasant, anyway.  

Depending on what they’re like; I would do the throat and the nose – bearing in mind the nose 

goes into the throat. And also when you do the nose, it disappears into nowhere. But, if you 

need to, you can just pad the nose out slightly. With the eyes, they sink very, very quickly. You 

can buy caps that you put in – but what I do is just lift it up and put some cotton wool in there, 

bring it down – and the eye is there, but it’s just gone flat, so the person looks asleep. You don’t 

usually need to do penises or vaginas, but sometimes you need to do bottoms, but not always. 

Again, I just check, clean, and then dress people. 
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Purging is therefore unlike its name implies. It involves the blocking of the vulnerable boundaries of 

the body where fluids can emerge from, such as throats and noses. It is also a way of ensuring the 

eyelids do not sink and the corpse maintains its dignity as a once living person that could comfortably 

be viewed by the family (Parsons, 2003). As Mandy (Funeral Director) indicates, refrigeration alone is 

often not enough to ensure that organic necro-waste will not be present in unwelcome places. She states 

that using refrigeration alone could mean that these fluids spill onto the dressed corpse. This means that 

purging and refrigeration are two techniques that work alongside one another. Both are effective at 

reducing the presence of organic necro-waste and ensure that the corpse maintains its intactness. 

Through this, organic necro-waste is kept from spilling into the home and instead can be contained 

within the corpse and transported to the natural burial ground, where it becomes a resource for the 

ground. 

Both of these techniques of refrigeration and purging can be undertaken by the bereaved at home and 

prosumption is once again particularly relevant. Techniques of purging have been suggested by the 

Natural Death Centre for bereaved family members who may wish to keep the corpse at home before 

the funeral (Callender et al, 2012). In their natural death handbook, the Natural Death Centre outline 

the labour techniques that form this prosumption of the deceased. For example, they recommend placing 

cotton wool pads into the throat using tweezers, if liquids from the stomach seep out of the body when 

the corpse is moved. Moreover, they emphasise that essential oils can be used on incontinence pads to 

help mask the smells from the orifices of the dead body. This demonstrates how detailed the guidance 

is for keeping the body at home, showing how the rendering of value out of the waste materials of the 

corpse in natural burial is not solely undertaken through production, but also one of prosumption. 

Entangled with notions of the natural, generating value through the disposal of the corpse reflects what 

Ritzer (2014: 18) notes when he states that “prosumption is our primal condition.” This is particularly 

evident in these disposal cultures where there is less of a production/consumption binary and more of a 

spectrum of prosumption where one chooses how involved they are in these labour techniques 

(Callender et al, 2012). Certainly not isolated to natural burial, these prosumption techniques are also 

present in holding the body before a cremation as Mandy does not operate solely in natural burial. 

Though, I did find that the funeral directors that operated in this way of facilitating prosumption did 

focus on natural burial, often owning grounds or being a part of the culture. More broadly, this means 

that the production of value out of the waste materials of the corpse is a far more complicated feature 

than Marx (2013) could have contended. Rather, the production of value–where the use and exchange 

values of the waste materials are emphasised–is formulated in the culture of these disposal methods. 

Production is routed in a spectrum of prosumption where the bereaved can be involved as much as they 

need to be. In relation to this discussion on prosumption, it is as Munro (2016) contends; that disposal 

seemingly involves double crossing matters of production and consumption. The rendering of value out 
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of the waste materials of the corpse through labour techniques involves the blurring of the boundaries 

between these two apparently distinct phenomena. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has detailed a response to the first research question that the thesis is concerned with, 

namely, how value is generated out of the waste materials of the corpse. The argument has been that a 

process of rendering occurs whereby both organic and artificial necro-waste have their use and 

exchange values emphasised and, as such, become resource. I have shown that this rendering takes three 

different forms. The first is quantification. Here, I drew heavily on the management of mercury 

emissions from crematoria, which are quantified into numbers. These have a productive use for meeting 

50% targets of emissions reductions outlined by government. The argument moved forward to show 

how the values of these credits are realised through an exchange system legitimised by a legal authority 

(Weber, 1978) known as ‘CAMEO’, which erects a series of administrative layers (Polzer et al, 2016) 

to maintain this legitimacy, and greatly influence how value is generated out of the waste materials of 

the corpse.  

The second form of rendering is found in the containment of the waste materials of the corpse, which I 

based on the use of the coffin in natural burial. I showed that containment renders pollution out of these 

waste materials, transforming them into resource by providing a means of transporting them under the 

soil of the burial ground where their use is made clear and their value is realised. Yet, this containment 

also needed to be able to be opened once under the soil, showing how coffins were at times required to 

hold the waste materials of the corpse within its material walls, whilst also needing to open these at the 

right moment.  

The third form of rendering stems from the labour techniques used by cremator operators, funeral 

directors, and, at times, the bereaved. I identified four from the data of this thesis, which are gauging, 

manipulation, refrigeration, and purging. What these techniques shared is that they are all designed as 

a way of overcoming the pollution of organic and artificial necro-waste, rendering this meaning out and 

emphasising resource in its place. The latter two of these techniques also showed how the production 

of value is a complicated feature of corpse disposal, and is routed in a spectrum of prosumption where 

the bereaved can often be the ones to undertake these labour techniques. 

As such, this chapter details my response to the first research question of this project. Specifically, value 

is generated out of the waste materials of the corpse through a process of rendering, where the use and 

exchange values of these waste materials are emphasised. This generates value as the waste material 

contains a productive use that is able to be exchanged. Rendering should therefore be thought of as the 

spine of the production process of corpse disposal, which provides a lynch-pin for the structure of these 
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analysis chapters. That is, in the next chapter, I will analyse the values that are attached to waste 

materials that form remnants of this production system. Through this, the second research question 

concerning the values attached to the waste materials of the corpse will be answered.  
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Chapter 6: Attaching Value to the Remnants of Production 

 

Introduction 

The previous chapter has detailed a process of rendering, where the use and exchange values (Marx, 

2013) of a waste material are emphasised. Through this focus on rendering, I showed how the waste 

materials of the corpse are opened up to value generation as the pollutions present in these materials 

that restrict this value generation are able to be overcome. This, in turn, underpins the production 

process of corpse disposal as it is through rendering that value is generated out of the use and exchange 

of the waste materials of the corpse. Yet, a series of waste materials remain from this production process 

and, as a result, this chapter considers how these remnants of production are valued in the English 

corpse disposal cultures of cremation and natural burial. I argue that this allows for a fuller 

understanding of value to be gathered because it draws attention to the diverse sets of waste material 

that are subject to valuation in the English Death Industry. I have formed these waste remnants of 

production into a taxonomy of different classifications of necro-waste (Olson, 2016a). This is due to 

there being five types of waste material that emerge from the production process of corpse disposal. To 

classify these remnants of production, I draw on their materiality, as well as how they are managed. 

This is because the material make-up of the waste materials and the way that they are managed reflects 

how different notions of value become attached to these waste materials since they reflect the different 

uses and exchangeability that each material possesses.   

This taxonomy is used to structure the chapter, splitting it into five parts. The first of these remnants of 

production is granular necro-waste. These are the grains of human remains that become disembodied 

from a set of cremated remains. In this way, they are a unique classification of waste to the crematorium. 

This category holds a complicated relationship to valuation because its value depends upon the purity 

(Douglas, 2002) of the human remains inside the collection of grains/ash. Some ash is a white, 

concentrated form of pure bone dust found deep in the cremator and cremulator. This contains a purer 

form of human within it and is therefore more highly valued, being scattered in the crematorium grounds 

or elsewhere. Other granular-necro-waste is the dust that kicks up off the remains during movement. 

These lie around the cremator back rooms, becoming entangled within wider dusts. Despite its low 

concentration of bone residue, the management of these dusts showed them to be somewhat morally 

valuable, which was reflected in their scattering behind the crematorium. They are not quite human in 

the way that the more concentrated bone dusts are, but still warrant some form of memorialisation. 

Other forms of dust, which held very small amounts of human remains were thrown into a skip. This 

shows how diverse and dynamic this classification of necro-waste is.  
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The second part of the chapter discusses protected necro-waste. This classification of necro-waste 

concerns those materials that are specially ‘set-aside’ (Durkheim, 2008), presenting a foundation where 

value is generated out of the emotional, non-rational forms of utility that the materials present (Evans, 

2003). This classification specifically focuses on the remains of the non-viable-foetus (NVF) at the 

crematorium. These sets of remains were ‘set-aside’ and, once cremated, if they were not taken by the 

family, they were scattered at a special space in the crematorium grounds. The ethnographic and 

interview data gathered reflects the complex relationship that these materials have to economic forms 

of value.  

The third remnant focuses on recyclable necro-waste. Recyclable necro-waste is central to the natural 

burial ground as the emphasis on reuse provides a core function of the ecological foundations of this 

disposal culture. Most corpses are recyclable due to the reusability of the organic waste materials that 

feed these grounds. Yet, in the crematorium, recyclable necro-waste is less central to the functioning of 

the disposal culture. The general definition of recyclable-necro-waste is the materials from the corpse 

whose reuse is the most dominant feature of their meaning. At the crematorium, the focus is on the 

metals that survive the process of cremation. These are recycled, forming a foundation for economic 

value generation. It is argued, however, that this valuing occurs in a parallel exchange market to the 

commodity (Giles, 2014). In contrast, the reuse of the materials of the corpse underpins their meaning 

in natural burial (Davies and Rumble, 2012). Recyclable-necro-waste does not generate value in a 

parallel market in natural burial. This generates a clearer commentary over the differing operation of 

exchange markets in these distinct corpse disposal cultures. 

The fourth part of the chapter looks at contravening necro-waste. This is a category of necro-waste 

specific to the natural burial ground. As discussed in chapter four, natural burial is underpinned by two 

cultures; ecological ritual which emphasises a discourse of giving back to the environment, and, 

secondly, the personal efforts of memorialising the deceased. Contravening-necro-waste materials are 

those that are valued under one of these cultures, but directly contrast another. An example of this is 

the embalmed corpse, which is personally valuable, but ecologically damaging. 

Whilst all of these types of waste remnant contain some form of productivity and continue to be sources 

of a value through their ability to provide a use or be exchangeable in some way, the fifth part of the 

chapter focuses on the remnants of production that lack value. This classification is called unproductive 

necro-waste, which is argued to be the waste materials that remain in the crematorium and serve no 

productive use. As rendering milks all of the value that it can out of the waste material, unproductive-

necro-waste refers to the leftover remnants that cannot be valorised in the cremation culture, and are 

removed to another industry of disposal. Here we reach the limits of this particular industry and the 

journey continues into another beyond the remit of this thesis, thus marking the end of this particular 

academic journey. To be clear, whilst chapters four and five aimed to answer the question of how value 
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is generated out of the waste materials of the corpse, this chapter is more concerned with the way that 

this value is realised through exchange and attached to these remnants of production. 

 

6.1: Granular Necro-Waste 

This form of necro-waste is limited purely to the crematorium, drawing on the variable disembodied 

ashes and dusts that emerge in cremation production. Materiality as grain unites the dusts and ashes 

under this classification. Yet, whilst they share a materiality, it will also be shown that the make up of 

the ashes inside the crematorium is a dynamic one, with the value of this waste material of the corpse 

corresponding to the ‘purity’ (Douglas, 2002) of human remains within the ash. Specifically, value 

correlated to the purity of bone within the ash. The most valuable form of ash was compiled of dusts 

formed purely out of bone, which were rescued during the hoovering of the insides of the crematorium 

machinery. However, other bone dusts also exist in the crematorium, where these fine grains had kicked 

up from cremated remains and lingered in the crevices of the crematorium back spaces. When these 

were hoovered up, they were polluted by the more ill-defined dusts lingering in the crematoria back 

rooms. Many of these collections of ash had hints of bone dust within them, but they were often formed 

of many different aspects of dust grain. Overall, the purity of the granular necro-waste was reflected in 

where these dusts had been hoovered. Granular necro-waste hoovered from inside the cremator and 

cremulator machines were formed entirely of bone dust, whilst other sets of grain hoovered from around 

the back spaces of the crematorium were made up of bone dusts and the wide array of grey dusts that 

lingered in these areas. 

Certainly, the parallels to Douglas’ (2002) notion of purity are unmistakeable. Wider forms of ill-

defined dust pollute the purity of human remains present inside the collection of ash. The category of 

granular necro-waste is therefore dynamic, formed of a series of different compilations of dusts within 

the ash. This dynamic category of necro-waste was subject to different forms of management and I 

found that the uses and acts of exchange present in granular necro-waste reflected the purity of bone 

dust present within the ash. Tony tells me about the management of these surplus forms of ash: 

Researcher: What do you do with the dust collected in there? 

Tony (Crematorium 2): Any of that or anything that we hoover up – you’ve got to bury it 

within the grounds. Like what we used to do with the metals. Basically you wait until that’s full 

and dig a very deep hole, put it in and fill it up. It’s people. It’s thousands of bits of people, so 

you’ve got to do it respectfully. You can’t just chuck it in a skip. It’s got to be buried somewhere. 

If the bin men found a white bag full of ash, I think we’d be in serious trouble. That’s the rule. 

I don’t know if any people do it different, but since I’ve started here, we’ve always done that. 

That hoover is just specifically for hoovering out the cremators and stuff. You get quite a bit 

dropping out. Your shelf opens and closes, but for some reason, it’s like a grid that’s got holes 

in it. It’s supposed to stop the ashes from going into it, but for some reason the French have 

used this grid thing, so it gets a lot of bits stuck in it. So, as its opening and closing, a lot of bits 
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get stuck in it and they drop out. It just needs to be a solid clay that retracts. But because it has 

holes, the ashes get stuck and come out. And that’s a bit of someone. 

As Tony says, you cannot just chuck a bag of white bone dust into a skip. He reinforces a distinction 

between these elements of bone dust and abject waste. They clearly have some form of morality tied to 

them which restricts them from entering into the dumpster. The sense that these remains are people, 

‘thousands of people’, stimulates a complete opposition to the idea that these belong in the skip. Its 

status as ‘people’ inspires respect and dignity, something that is not afforded to things placed inside of 

the dumpster (Giles, 2014). Significantly, it is people, but not a person. These bone dusts are a 

Frankenstein’s monster; an assortment of the bits of thousands of grains of bone from deep inside the 

corpse. They are parts of the most intimate material of a thousand corpses. Rather than entering the 

skip, they are scattered on the grounds, alongside other sets of cremated remains. The difference is that 

their scattering on these grounds takes a different path to the cremated remains of the deceased. This 

reflects the value tied to some of these waste materials as they are afforded the same moral acts of 

memorialisation as the deceased individual. 

The most significant aspect of the valuing of this waste material is tied to the purity of the ash as it is 

formed of pure bone. Efforts are made to ensure that it stays this way. This is demonstrated by the use 

of a hoover that is specifically used for hoovering out the machines containing the highest concentration 

of human remains. In this way, they are not ‘tainted’ by other types of dust, which could decrease the 

levels of person contained within the waste. Rather, it is kept pure, and its status as from the corpse is 

reinforced in its containment within the hoover. Pollution from other dusts and cobwebs from the 

outside are separated in an effort to keep these bone dusts ‘pure’. Indeed, Handcock (2014) has noted 

the boundlessness of these foreign dusts. They are materials that can infiltrate the most micro of spaces, 

with the capacity to move invisibly into other matter, posing problems for keeping them separate from 

other materials. This is certainly seen here, policed by way of a specially designated hoover with its 

own bag and filter to keep these micro forms of matter from contaminating the purity of the bone dust. 

One can chart this contamination. When assessing the boundary crossing of dusts into the purer material 

of bone dusts, this pollution is visible due to the colour of the grain. Specifically, the whiteness of the 

dust is tied to its status as pure, whilst the greyer forms have been contaminated by wider dusts. It’s 

containment within a specific hoover can be seen as the way that this whiteness of the dust is maintained. 

Whilst each of these dusts are of similar consistencies the level of humanity embedded within each is 

reflected in their colour as white or grey, differentiating them. The bone dust is laced with humanity, 

whilst other forms of dust are grey compilations of skin and other dirty, unknown assortments. The 

white bone dust, in its concentration as being from the bone shows its distinction from this grey from 

of unknown, potentially problematic dirt (Douglas, 2002).  
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The ideas of value attached to this form of granular-necro-waste are not of economic exchange, and nor 

are they sources of emotion. From Tony’s (Crematorium 2) quote, there was less a sense of emotion 

than a sense of duty and morality in the discard. For example, he notes how this discard must be 

undertaken ‘respectfully’. In this way, there is a dignity afforded to the remains through their disposal; 

a morality present in disposing of the remains in a respectful manner. Through this management, it can 

therefore be seen that these bone dusts contain a moral value. This is observed through the efforts that 

the crematorium operator goes to in scattering them on the crematorium grounds, and ensuring that they 

are not tainted by wider dusts.  

Similar techniques are seen in the management of bone fragments that were missed during the raking 

out of the cremator. I am classing these as granular because they are disembodied matter that vary in 

size and, at times, were barely distinguishable from masses of bone dust: 

Derek (Crematorium 1): The girl that works weekends – on the Sunday she’ll get that white 

brush and she’ll sweep all the hearths. Because there’s fragments of bone there – you know, 

you can’t get 100%. 

Researcher: What happens to that? 

Derek (Crematorium 1): Yeah, she’ll collect them both in a pan. She’ll do one and then the 

next, so we’ll have two parts of hearth sweepings. And then we’ll grind them up. Because there’s 

bits of metal and they’ll just get strewn on the grounds – whatever season of the year is.  

So that’s the one for hearth sweepings and that’s the one for nvfs. 

It appeared that, at Crematorium 2, bone fragments were included in the ‘bone dust hoover’ and afforded 

the same treatment as these bone dusts. However, at Crematorium 1, those bone fragments are ground 

down into an ash before scattering. The reasoning that Derek gives me is that there are bits of metal 

contained within the sweepings collected, which could affect the ecological wellbeing of the ground. 

This shows how ecological mindedness perforates even the most micro aspects of waste disposal in the 

crematorium. Furthermore, this careful grinding of the fragments of bone into a bone ash shows the 

moral obligation to ensuring the ecological health of the crematorium ground when scattering these 

bone dusts. In essence, this discard is shaped by a morality of human dignity and ecological mindedness. 

The moral value afforded to the remains is an outcome of this morally guided management process.   

A similar phenomenon happens at Crematorium 1 as it did at Crematorium 2 as the bone remains do 

not contain a singular identity of ‘deceased’. Rather they are combined into a set of bone dust as the 

‘dead’. Once cremulated, these bone fragments, as well as bone dusts are scattered on the grounds. The 

significance is that the same space is afforded to the dead as the deceased. As such, the same morality, 

through upholding human dignity and the ecological health of the ground, is afforded to the collective 

remains and the remains of the individual in much the same fashion. This is demonstrated by the 

granular necro-waste, as a remnant of production in the crematorium, being scattered in the same 

location afforded to the individual deceased person’s cremated remains. What this comes to reflect vis-
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a-vis the chapter aims is that when the granular necro-waste is formulated of a purer concentration of 

bone dust, a moral value is attached to it. This is reflected in how this granular necro-waste is managed, 

where its use as a basis for memorialisation is demonstrated through its scattering in the same places as 

individual cremated remains.  

Yet, when the bone dust is contaminated with foreign matter, this moral value attached to the waste 

material is not expressed in the same way. Indeed, there are a variety of dusts found in the backroom of 

the crematorium, which are managed in different ways to this. The greater the presence of these foreign 

matter, the less pronounced moral obligations came to shaping the discard. This can be seen in the quote 

below:  

Researcher: What happens to the stuff that you vacuum up? 

Derek (Crematorium 1): Yep, so basically there’s everything in there; floor sweepings, we 

used to scatter them on the grounds, but there’s all sorts in there. The amount of human remains 

would be quite small. Put it in the skip. It’s just dust. 

Researcher: Where it filters out, is there any remains in there? 

Derek (Crematorium 1): It is a bit dusty, but not much to be honest. There’s an opening in 

there and it collects on a tray. …We have less to do with that. The (manufacturer) lads when 

they come in, they clean it. But there’s a tray in there that pulls out and has a load of dust on 

it. But all that from the tray, we’ll pick it up and put them out there. Because that is pure bone 

dust.  

Researcher: So that’s just on the hill behind the building? 

Derek (Crematorium 1): Yeah, that’s right, yeah. 

Derek distinguishes between what is just ‘dust’ and what is of importance. He vacuums the cremator 

room and other back areas, including the cremulator, where the bone fragments are ground into an ash. 

Though, he is vacuuming around the space in general, not specifically inside the machinery where the 

most concentrated sets of bone can be found. As such, inside the vacuum is a variety of miscellaneous 

materials: dust as he calls it. There’s a variety of floor sweepings, as well as everything else, including 

bits of bone. Derek notes how they used to scatter these on the grounds, but they no longer do. His 

rationalisation is that the amount of human remains within these sweepings is very small, so they put 

them in the skip instead. In this way, these dusts show how dynamic the category of granular necro-

waste is, and how the management techniques used to discard of them have become adapted in response 

to the changing way that this category of the grain is defined. 

Key to this is Derek’s comment that it’s ‘just dust’. In some ways it is worthless, but not entirely 

negative since bound within these dusts are sparsely spread fragments of bone dust. Floor sweepings 

were seen as less valuable and it was justified that the amount of human remains within them would be 

small. This means that they are classified as ‘dust’. They are something in-between pollution and 

resource, holding an echo of morality within them, which is why they used to be scattered on the 
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grounds. However, what is clear is that morality plays a significantly smaller role in this discard when 

foreign dusts are included in this mass. No longer is the same respectability afforded. This is because 

these dusts are lesser in their purity; more distanced versions of people. Bone dusts are, after all, a set 

of human remains. These dusts are less so, containing a lower consistency of human remains, which are 

offset by the miscellaneous dusts that form their make-up. They almost appear as devoid of 

classification, forming little amounts of human remains, which lose their power, being diluted into a 

nexus of miscellaneous dusts. As that humanity becomes diluted, so too does the amount of morality 

present in shaping the discard, lowering the amount of moral value present within the granular mass. 

In many ways, this analysis of granular necro-waste speaks to Amato’s (2001) argument of dust as a 

complex mass of matter, which draws attention to the complex relationship that dust can have with dirt 

(Amato, 2001; Douglas, 2002) and pollution. My analysis of granular necro-waste has illustrated that 

not all dusts meet the same status. Yet, beyond this, I have shown how morality falters in its shaping of 

this discard as elements of dirt enter into the purer form of dust. It is the purity of these dusts that 

underpins their moral value as it can be seen that, based on their purity, the remains are managed in 

entirely different ways. Thus, for clarity, granular necro-waste contains a substantial moral value that 

emerges from the purity of the human remains within it. This value has been able to be traced by drawing 

on the differing techniques of managing these dusts undertaken by crematorium staff. When more 

morality featured in their management due to the presence of humanity within the dust, more moral 

value was also present within the granular necro-waste. 

 

6.2: Protected Necro-Waste 

To conceptualise ‘protected-necro-waste’, I build on the work on the sociology of religion concerning 

sacred materials due to the similarities present in sacredness and protection. Protected necro-waste, as 

it is studied in this thesis, refers to set aside materials that are particularly vulnerable, cared for, and 

most importantly protected from wider methods of rationalisation (economic calculations of value, and 

scientific labels). In this way, it lacks the religious connotations found in the conceptions of the sacred 

(Durkheim, 2008), which is why this label has not been used to distinguish these wastes. Evans’ (2003: 

39) working of the sacred applies well to what I mean by protected necro-waste:  

“I think the feature common to the set-apart sacred is its valuation beyond utility, and that this 

mental setting-apart of certain things, sometimes accompanied by a literal setting apart, is 

largely based on non-rational (which is not necessarily to say irrational) features, like their 

emotional value.” 

The following protected materials are distinct from other classifications of necro-waste discussed in 

this chapter because they orientate people’s behaviours based on the emotional, non-rational utilities 
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they hold. They are the remains of the non-viable foetus (NVF), a term used by crematorium staff when 

they refer to a dead foetus under 24 weeks, which resulted from abortion or miscarriage. Any foetus 

over 24 weeks was referred to as ‘stillborn’, rather than non-viable foetus. I found these to be valued in 

a different manner to the materials existing within other classifications covered in this chapter. The 

drawing together of vulnerability and waste, two concepts that on the surface stand in opposition to one 

another shows how important the role of management is in identifying the value tied to these remnants 

of production. Specifically, these waste materials must be discarded of as they cannot sit indefinitely in 

the crematorium. Yet, the discard is undertaken in a particularly dignified and careful manner, which is 

not at all similar to other waste materials of the corpse.  

Central to this is that there is trouble describing an NVF as waste. This has been shown by the emotions 

that bereaved family members have felt when hearing their NVF referred to as a form of biological or 

clinical waste (Shaw, 2019). However, as distinct as it may be from waste as we understand it, the non-

viable foetus is still a form of waste due to the need to dispose of the remains. It must be said that these 

difficulties emerge from a popular understanding of waste as a negative thing. But, the protected necro-

waste is not waste negative (Hawkins and Muecke, 2002), it is a positive form, only being waste due to 

its need of discard. It would not be dignified for the NVF to exist in the crematorium rooms, or hospital 

wards indefinitely.  

Whilst watching Derek (Crematorium 1) unpack the cardboard boxes that arrived at the crematorium, 

and show me the remains of eight NVFs at Crematorium 1, the labelling from the hospital stuck out to 

me. They had no names; rather they were referred to by ‘Foetus of…’ This was then followed by the 

mother’s name. I noted that on the sheet it said ‘Biological Substance Category B’. It is important to 

consider that the labelling of ‘biological substance category b’ was never repeated by any of the 

members of staff at the crematorium, yet it stuck out to me that they were labelled in this way as they 

entered into the crematorium. This category is listed in the HSE’s (HSE.gov, n.d.) ‘Transportation of 

Infectious Substances’ page on their website22, where they describe these as materials that are:  

Category B: any infectious substance that does not meet the criteria for inclusion in category 

A. These are assigned to UN 3373. This would include specimens from patients with known or 

suspected HIV, HBV or HCV infections.  

Samples of materials such as blood, tissue, excreta, secreta, etc collected from humans or 

animals are considered, as a minimum, category B infectious substances. Clinical or medical 

waste that contains category B infectious substances (with the exception of cultures), or that 

only has a low probability of containing infectious substances, is assigned to UN 3291. 

This quote from the UK Health and Safety Executive shows that the materiality of these NVFs means 

that they are classified as clinical waste for their transportation. This is to limit the potential that they 

have for spreading infection. The classification of biological substance b reinforces the pollution of this 

 
22 https://www.hse.gov.uk/biosafety/blood-borne-viruses/transportation-of-infectious-substances.htm  

https://www.hse.gov.uk/biosafety/blood-borne-viruses/transportation-of-infectious-substances.htm
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clinical waste object. It’s packaged and contained in layers of plastic and cardboard to ensure that its 

‘dirt’ cannot spread into public life. The importance for this thesis, however, is how this pollution 

meaning is transformed into a new resourceful one, whereby moral value is able to be generated out of 

and attached to the remains.  

Middlemiss (2020) has argued that the way that the remains of dead foetuses are managed produces 

forms of personhood that are attached to them. This is not able to be captured by legislative definitions 

of the NVF and, as such, thresholds of personhood attached to these remains emerge from far more 

complicated matters than whether that baby had existed for longer than 24 weeks or not. My findings 

echo Middlemiss’. Yet, my focus is not on the wider governance of the NVF. Rather, I argue that 

personhood is imbued through the quantification of the NVFs in the crematorium. The generation of 

this personhood influences notions of moral value that are attached to the remains of the NVF. 

In chapter five, there was a discussion concerning rendering through quantification as a way of 

generating value out of the waste materials of the corpse. The process of generating value out of the 

NVF takes this same framework, but uses it in a different manner. Rather than generating value by 

objectifying the remains, rendering through quantification in the management of NVF remains 

introduces a personhood to the NVF, (re)humanising them instead. In essence, the quantification renders 

the non-viable foetus from object (clinical-waste) to subject (baby), whereby moral forms of value can 

be generated from and attached to the materials. Key to this is that they form their own category. An 

entirely new form of numbering was introduced in the crematorium: 

Derek (Crematorium 1): From 0, stillborn if you like, each number follows on. 0 down has its 

own individual number. At one time, we didn’t use to bother, they used to throw them away, but 

the whole system’s changed. Basically, the records of these as such didn’t really – wouldn’t say 

didn’t exist, but they wasn’t too bothered about it, you know? But, now, more so – they’ve all 

got their individual numbers, the numbers aren’t the same as these ones. This is, when the 

crematorium opened that’s how many cremations have been done – 114 thousand. So that 

number is obviously different to that. We’ve been doing these – this is number 4 thousand. So 

they are separate. 

This is significant for explaining how the process of giving a number to these materials generates value 

from them. As Derek tells me, they used to throw the NVFs away as waste, but now the records exist. 

The records appear to act as a way of forming the NVF into something more than ‘clinical waste’. Their 

quantification transforms them from something abject and in need of removal, into a subject that yields 

emotional and moral value. The act of numbering transforms the NVF from non-human matter into 

quasi-human matter. The difference in their numbering to the everyday dead means that they are not 

quite seen as human since they occupy a different numbering set. Yet, as Derek says, they are numbered 

and are given some form of subjecthood. As such, they fall into neither of the categories of clinical 

waste or deceased person because they fall in-between as the quasi-human, the almost, but not quite 

human.  
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Sonu and Benson (2016) have combined the ‘quasi-human’ alongside the ‘child’ to think through the 

difficulties in categorising the child as a ‘reasonable’ subject. To this end, they classify the child as the 

‘quasi’ not yet human; those not yet able to undertake reason. Whilst this helps to provide a stronger 

foundation for the not quietness of human, my use of the term ‘quasi-human’ differs from theirs. It does 

this in the sense that I am not entangling the category of ‘human’ within arbitrary statements of 

‘reasonableness’. I very specifically mean the ‘human being’ in its broadest sense. The reason that these 

NVF materials are quasi-human is because of their definition, which is reinforced by their management; 

the way that they receive their own set of numbers in their quantification. They are distinct from the 

deceased human in the crematorium by way of not being labelled in the same numbering system. Yet, 

their moral value as not being ‘less’ than human, but simply ‘not quite’ human mean that they are in 

need of protection as a distinct category of deceased matter. 

For me, the significance of the quasi-human is that it is its’ own distinct, ‘pure’ (Douglas, 2002) 

category, which is ‘set-apart’ (Durkheim, 2008) from these other categories of clinical-waste and 

deceased person. This setting apart is reflected in how the remains of the NVF are managed. 

Specifically, its classification as quasi-human is generated out of rendering through quantification. Yet, 

this classification is further reflected in another form of rendering, which is the containment and placing 

of the remains on the crematorium grounds. At Crematorium 1, the remains of NVFs would enter inside 

of cardboard boxes in batches. These would then be kept in a metal box that can be used inside the 

cremator, as shown in the picture below: 

 



145 

 

Fig 6: NVFs to be cremated at Crematorium 1. 

At Crematorium 1, these boxes of NVFs were cremated together rather than separately.23 They would 

then be cremulated, and placed into a plastic container for scattering. The reason that they were 

cremated together at Crematorium 1 is because of the small amount of cremated remains that are 

received from the process. If the parents wanted any remains back, they could receive something. 

Though, what they receive back would be a portion of a number of NVFs, rather than a concentrated 

form of their loved one. Moreover, very little of this would be the body of the NVF since these are small 

and are, in many instances, not yet developed. The majority of grain received is cardboard ash from the 

box, which is symbolised as being the NVF. In most cases the remains are scattered on the crematorium 

grounds at what was called the ‘Baby Tower’ by Elizabeth, the assistant manager of Crematorium 1: 

Elizabeth (Crematorium 1): We also have towers – this tower over here is the baby tower. 

So, we currently have the hospital contract for (names three surrounding hospitals) NHS. Any 

early pregnancy losses – we call non-viable foetuses – before 24 weeks, which is stillbirth; if 

the hospital are arranging it, then we get them here, so all those ashes are scattered around 

the baby tower. 

The towers were black, with gold writing on them. They were monoliths, spectacular, and pristine, sat 

atop a hill in the middle of the ground. It was a monument on the grounds of Crematorium 1 that 

everyone could see as they drove or walked up to the main crematorium building. No other remains 

apart from those of the NVF and other babies were able to be scattered here. In this way, the scattering 

space was set-apart (Evans, 2003; Durkheim, 2008) from the rest of the ground. Thus, these processes 

of rendering the NVF remains during their disposal reinforce their distinctiveness from other categories 

of remains, rendering them from clinical waste, but setting them apart from the remains of other 

deceased subjects in the crematorium as their own distinct, protected category. This reflects the moral 

uses that the remains of the NVF have. Through this rendering, the remains are able to be memorialised 

at the baby tower. Not every family knows about this practice and so, some come to memorialise the 

remains, but the staff at Crematorium 1 follow this scattering practice despite the family’s involvement. 

In this way, this reflects a wider moral use of the remains as being particularly vulnerable and in need 

of a distinctive, protected scattering site.  

This moral use is only extended when it is noted that no charge is incurred to families for this practice. 

The moral discourses surrounding the profiting of the dead are at their most stringent with the protected 

necro-waste and, as such, it is difficult to place them in a system of economic exchange. The value 

generated through this management is therefore not economic at all. Rather, it is an emotional one for 

those families that wish to grieve the NVF, as well as a wider moral one for the death profession at 

large. A distinct, set-aside space for memorialising the baby shows how morality is present in protecting 

 
23 At some crematoria they are cremated individually. The practice varies based on the crematoria. 
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the purity of the baby remains; a moral obligation made by crematoria across England, showing how 

these remains contain both emotional and moral values. 

 

6.3: Recyclable Necro-Waste 

There is an important distinction to make about how recyclable necro-waste operates in the cremation 

disposal culture and natural burial disposal culture. As established in chapter four, cremation produces 

a commodity of dry wastes that can be used as a basis for memorialising the deceased. This process 

generates many surplus materials. Recyclable necro-waste in cremation refers to a set of waste materials 

that are surplus to the production process of corpse disposal, but still retain a rational reuse. In contrast, 

recyclable necro-waste is part of the commodity in natural burial due to the way that reusing the waste 

material forms a central part of the culture of natural burial. The culture functions around the notion 

that the materials will be reused, sustaining the landscape that they are buried on (Callender et al, 2012). 

Thus, there is a remarkable difference over the classification of this waste in each corpse disposal 

culture.  

Recyclable necro-waste in the crematorium refers to the metallic–often titanium–materials of the 

corpse. A common metal that remains after cremation is the medical implant. These are the hips, spinal 

screws, knees, or any other piece of non-battery metallic or ceramic material implanted into the living 

body to help it to function. They are not removed in the immediate days post-death. Hips, knees, screws 

and the like continue to hold their place in the corpse by the time that the corpse reaches the cremator. 

The cremator temperature is not high enough to reduce them down, so they are also raked out after the 

cremation, alongside the bones. This can be seen in the picture below taken at Crematorium 2: 
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Fig 7: Cremated remains and implant at Crematorium 2. 

This implant, which looks to be a hip, still contains its shape and solidity. However, it is dry and non-

organic, sterilised after being subject to high temperature inside the cremator. It does not contain the 

problems of pollution that the other, fleshier innards of the corpse would in the cremator room. It is dry, 

cool, and not always clearly reminiscent of the corpse. All of these implants are kept in a green recycling 

bin to be collected by an external company called ‘Orthometals’. Derek showed me this green bin in 

the cremulator room and passed me one of the many hip implants that resided within. It was rusted and 

had a few different colours shining from it. The two that I could pick out were a light green and a brown, 

orange rust. When I took it from his hand, I could immediately feel how cold and coarse it was against 

the skin of my palm. It was heavier than I thought that it would have been and I commented on that to 

Derek (Crematorium 1) who agreed with a ‘Tis, yeah’. Never did it enter through my mind that this 

used to be in somebody’s leg. Never did it cross my mind that the metal I was touching used to be 

(a)part of someone.  

The association of this piece of metal being somebody’s leg did not stand out. After all, it did not look 

like a leg. With the ball set to fit inside the joint and the rest of the implant a straight, almost dagger-
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like shape; it was something almost alien. It was a few different colours, and I could tell that it had been 

through the cremation process with how worn it had become. The cremation, in burning off any organic, 

wet tissue, had rendered the metal dry, cold, and coarse. I felt that it was just a piece of metal, which 

allowed me to hold it. It’s rendering through labour technique in the removal of organic materials 

allowed it to be a resource. It was rendered from being a metal implanted into someone to a piece of 

metal that can be interacted with, held, manoeuvred, and reused in the bare hand.  

If looked at more closely, the picture also shows a smaller set of metals that lie atop the bone fragments. 

These are coffin screws that do not burn away in the cremation. Like the hip implant, they are raked 

into the bone fragments. The hip would be removed from the bone fragment by hand, and the smaller 

metallic nails and screws were removed by magnet by the operator. These were all put into that green 

bin that Derek had showed me. Mary, the crematorium manager at Crematorium 3 tells me more about 

this process, which was the same at every crematorium I conducted ethnographies at: 

Mary (Crematorium 3): If we recycle it, that’s better for the environment and there’s some 

income there than can be put towards a charitable cause and do some good rather than just 

polluting my crematorium.  

…The way that we do the scheme is every year we ask the chairman of the council to nominate 

the charity that the funds go to. That takes the pressure off me, to be honest because the number 

of letters I get from charities saying ‘oh we understand you’re in this scheme, can we have your 

donation’? They’re all very worthwhile causes, and to a certain degree, how do you choose?  

…Basically, we just have a big wheelie bin, or a couple of wheelie bins; and because we have 

to take the metal out prior to cremulating the remains, it’s actually no effort what-so-ever 

because we’re doing what we would have done anyway. We’re taking the metal out and 

cremulating the remains. The only difference is instead of putting it in a bucket and putting it 

in the ground, it’s going in a wheelie bin and every six months or there abouts, a van comes 

and collects it. So, actually, it’s easier for us because we haven’t got to dig a hole in the ground. 

So, it’s really a no brainer. Why wouldn’t you? Because you’re not polluting the ground, the 

metal can be recycled, and charities benefit from the money. And, it is on our paperwork, so 

there’s an environmental statement on our cremation documents, so if people want it back, they 

can have it back. We’re not saying that people have to donate it. Very few people ever ask for 

it back. And we tend to find that if people tick the box to say that they’ll have the metals back, 

we’ll speak to the funeral director because it’s so unusual, we’ll speak to them to say did the 

family really mean to tick this box. 9 times out of 10 in that instance, it’s because the deceased 

was wearing a ring, so they’ve said can I have the metal back? So, there’s been some 

miscommunication there from the funeral director to the family, so we would say, why don’t 

you take the ring off to start with? 

One of the things of interest here is the use of the wheelie bin. The metals do not fit into the cremated 

remains as they potentially damage the box that the remains are kept in when given to the funeral 

director. Thus, the metals are not part of the commodity, but rather are surplus. They must be kept in 

the ‘bin’, not the container of the ashes. The space of the bin itself is a holding space for the metals, 

containing them until their reuse can be utilised. This certainly echoes Hetherington’s (2004) point 
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about the bin. That is, it provides a doorway that waste moves through into another form of life. In this 

case, the green bin in the cremulator room might be thought of as a doorway that aids these metal wastes 

to become their own, distinct classification of waste. They are recyclable, not a commodity (Appadurai, 

1986) or rubbish (Thompson, 2017), but a distinct set of recyclable material that are housed in their 

own special bin. 

This practice of placing the metals into a green bin also reflects a new management system of these 

metal wastes, which complicates the values attached to recyclable necro-waste at the crematorium. As 

Mary (Crematorium 3) indicates, in past times, these metals would have been buried in the crematorium 

grounds as they contain some resemblance of the deceased. They were, in a way, laid to rest as the 

buried corpse would be. In more recent times, this management has changed. No longer are the implants 

buried on the crematorium grounds, but rather they are collected by Orthometals to be recycled.  

In this sense, I argue that its status as a metal from the corpse previously made the metals morally 

valuable. Yet, with changes to management of these metals and new schemes being introduced, there 

has been a growing rationalisation of the metals. They maintain some of this moral value, but these new 

processes of rationalisation also imbue economic value within them. This is because it is now the metal 

material that is valuable since these materials can be recycled into other objects. The metals are opened 

up to new avenues of exchange in economic markets. More can be garnered from this argument when 

drawing on the data below: 

Tony (Crematorium 2): But, we can’t control it because when it comes in we’re not allowed 

to take the lid off or anything. We had scalpels. You put 2 and 2 together and you wonder if 

that was left in from an operation. Scissors – they have really long scissors with ends on them, 

you know, like clamping scissors. Pulled them out before. And it might not be anything to do 

with that. But you think – why is this surgical scalpel in there?  You start thinking – has it been 

left in when they were stitched up? Got all sorts.   

…All these metals get recycled – clearly in a bin. Going to be recycled. You used to have to 

bury it within the grounds of the crematorium. When I first started, you used to take buckets 

out, dig a hole, and bury it. But, now we recycle it all – the scheme that does it ‘Orthometals’ 

in Holland I think. They come and collect it, recycle it all, give us money back, which we put 

into charity. 

Similar to Crematorium 3, Crematorium 2 also once buried the metal implants on the grounds before 

the Orthometals scheme was introduced. They used to memorialise the materials, which presented a 

moral value in them as they would interred on the grounds. The Orthometals scheme has maintained 

this moral value within the metals as the money generated does not become profit for the crematorium. 

Rather, as both Mary (Crematorium 3) and Tony (Crematorium 2) tell me, any money generated from 

these is put into a charity. In this way, the Orthometals scheme maintains a certain element of morality 

attached to the materials. As the money goes to charities, they are not seen as profits for the 
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crematorium, which is significant as it shows the hesitation that the English Death industry has about 

profiting off of disembodied materials of the corpse.  

These findings reflect a broader discussion in academic writing about the morality over profiting from 

the dead (Gibson, 2010). This has specifically concerned the difficulties of labelling the money 

generated out of these metals as ‘profit’. Both Hoeyer (2009) and Rumble (2019) have discussed at 

length the ethics over profiting from the materials of the dead. They have both argued that the money 

generated from these metal implants is thought of as ‘compensation’ for the crematorium and bereaved 

rather than ‘profit’. This is certainly reflected in my findings here as the money entering into charity 

shows a tendency to understand this money as compensation rather than profit that returns to the hands 

of the crematorium and/or local authority. 

As such, there has been a collision between the moral and economic sense of value that are both 

generated from these metals through this scheme. Specifically, the scheme ensures that there is a 

morality paid to the implant in not allowing a profit to be garnered, just as there was before. Yet, the 

generation of money shows that economic value can be rendered out of these metal waste materials. 

Both of these values come together as this economic value is used to increase the moral values attached 

to the implants as the money generated is given to a charitable cause, with the intention that wider 

society benefits.  

In many ways, this has come to reflect a circular economy, which is a key waste management policy 

dictating how wastes are to be managed by the EU, with an emphasis placed on the recovery of resources 

from wastes (Gregson et al, 2015b; Lieder & Rashid, 2016; Geissdoerfer et al, 2017; Korhonen et al 

2018). This can clearly be seen in the way that these metal implants are managed as resources, with 

values recovered from them in the Orthometals scheme. For the most part, the circular economy does 

emphasise monetary value, highlighting how profit is returned to business, as a form of economic 

benefit (Korhonen et al, 2018).  

Gregson et al (2015a) do, however, emphasise how moral economies underpin this resource recovery. 

Yet, none of their proposed moral discourses are reflected in my data. For example, they suggest that a 

moral discourse of environmental justice underpins the resource recovery in waste, which is particularly 

reflected in the EU’s ‘Waste Directive Framework’. Though, the same framework dictates that EU 

states should be self-sufficient in their methods of waste disposal and, where wastes are to be managed, 

they must occur close to their origin. Seemingly, this is not the case here; the metals are dealt with in a 

centralised location, across national borders, and some way away from England. This comes to reflect 

how these environmental discourses are able to shape resource recovery in the sense that these metals 

are no longer buried on the grounds, but rather are rendered into resource through the Orthometals 

scheme. Yet, the moral values being generated here are certainly not morality for the environment. 
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Rather, they are a morality tied to the profiting off the dead, as Hoeyer (2009) and Rumble (2019) have 

argued. 

The economic values attached to the materials can be viewed in the changing methods of management 

of these metals by the Orthometals scheme. It builds ecology into this management, which emphasises 

the value of reusing the metals left behind after cremation. With crematoria previously burying the 

metals, there was no economic value before as there was no opportunity for money to be generated out 

of this practice. Ecologically, burying the metals in the ground was found to be potentially illegal when 

proper waste licences have not been gathered beforehand (Institute of Crematorium and Cemetery 

Management Recycling Pack, 2004). This is because the metals will not break down, decompose, and 

vanish, and may instead harm the surrounding nature. The Orthometals scheme therefore allows more 

forms of value to be generated from these implants as the ecological notions of recycling can be utilised, 

minimising waste and reusing the surplus. As a result they embrace the mantra of: reduce, reuse, and 

recycle. 

This is further seen in the sense that it is the materiality of metal that makes these wastes valuable. 

Indeed, from Tony’s (Crematorium 2) quote it can be seen that the values attached to these waste 

materials of the corpse are not based on their biography (Kopytoff in Appadurai, 1986; Gibson, 2010). 

What they once were seemingly does not matter. Rather, this value is entangled within the materiality 

of the metals. The generation of value is an entirely rationalised process, where the potential reuses of 

the titanium metals form the foundation for their value. This is indicated to me again by Tony: 

Researcher: What sort of stuff is it? 

Tony (Crematorium 2): It’s mainly your false bits. That’s probably a hip joint. It’s joints 

basically. That’s probably a knee-cap. Lots of different variations of it. They’re long ones that 

probably go in your leg – they’re a pain those because it’s not big enough to come out – usually 

it’s sticking out so you have to get some pliers or something and they’ll be red hot – take them 

out through the door. That I assume was down somebody’s spine. You get all sorts. But that’s 

where you’d probably find the scalpel as well. 

Significantly, Tony breaks down the homogenous category of ‘metal’. Within these metals are not just 

the medical implants; knees, hips, and other implants. Rather, taken with his quote above this, ‘metals’ 

can contain clamping scissors and scalpels that were left in the corpse if the deceased had died on the 

operating table. As Tony says, you get all sorts.  

Therefore, not all of these metals are (a)part of the person in the same way. The titanium implants are 

a known entity, something that the deceased had willingly consented to having inside of them. Over 

time, the implant became part of the functioning of their body. Indeed, Hoeyer (2013) understands them 

as ‘ubjects’: materials that are from the corpse, but no longer form a part of it. As such, they move from 

subjecthood to objecthood over time. What this data shows, however, is that the ubject is a more 

complicated concept than initially presented. What constitutes as subjecthood within the metals in the 
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first place is of some debate. For me, it is the biographical weight (Gibson, 2010) tied to the metals as 

(a)part of the person that formulates the initial subjecthood status of the metal. 

Yet, not all metals from inside the body were (a)part of it in the same way. Scalpels, clamping scissors, 

and other medical instruments left in the body may work to save lives in the surgery room, but the 

deceased does not knowingly wish to have clamping scissors left inside of them. In this way, medical 

instruments like clamping scissors do not become part of the person for any long, or substantial part of 

time. They are items left inside a corpse to be disposed of, rather than medical commodities placed 

within the body to help the living function. So, are these ubjects in the way that Hoeyer (2013) argues 

them to be? There are certainly questions over the status of these materials as ubject since they clearly 

do not hold the same degree of subjecthood as functioning, biographical parts of the body that medical 

implants are. This dynamic is reflected in Tony picking them out as something curious. There’s a sense 

that these medical instruments do not belong inside the person, never truly becoming (a)part of the 

subject of the deceased. They are objects that appear out of place in the crematorium backrooms. In 

contrast, the medical implants receive a more normalised response as if they are accepted as part of that 

person and expected to be found.  

The ubject-ness of the metal is tied to the amount of biographical weight (Gibson, 2010) entangled 

within them for it is from the biography attached to the materials that the initial subjecthood of it is 

seen. It is of course the journey from subjecthood into objecthood that provides the ubject status of the 

material. However, this discussion about scalpels and clamping scissors shows that it is not this that 

provides their value, be it economic or moral; it is their materiality and management. Whilst metals 

such as clamping scissors can be seen as unfamiliar and out of place, it is the management of the material 

that drives what they mean, rather than the relationship they held to the deceased. It is their entry into 

the doorway (Hetherington, 2004) of the green bin that qualifies them for these value attachments. Even 

though they might have vastly different meanings attributed to them outside of the crematorium, inside 

that crematorium bin, the scalpels, clamping scissors and metal implants contain the same status as 

resource. They all enter into the green wheelie bin, and they all generate money that goes into a charity 

associated with the crematorium. It is their materiality as a valuable metal that can be reused that drives 

their valuation. As such, whilst medical implants can be considered as ‘ubjects’, it is not this that 

provides the source of their value. 

This analysis can be taken further as a vast variety of metals are found to be recycled in the scheme, not 

just medical instruments. Metal pieces of cremation machinery that have been worn down are also 

included in the green bin for collection by Orthometals: 

Derek (Crematorium 1): These are thermocouples from the cremators so we just put them in 

there as well.  

Researcher: And they’ll recycle those as well? 
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Derek (Crematorium 1): Yeah, they’ll sort all that out, yeah. Basically most of the – all of the 

artificial joints are titanium, which is quite a precious metal I believe. I’m not sure what they 

do with it – I would imagine that obviously they separate the titanium from you know the other 

metal. You know that’s a type of hip, hip joint – various sizes, in the ball joint, you know. That’s 

one, that’s another. That possibly could have like a porcelain or plastic part – but obviously 

that burns away in the cremation. All this metal work here all this kind of stuff is what’s holding 

your coffins together. You know, the screws that’s holding the handle in or the pins that’s 

holding the coffin, basically. 

As Derek says, the metals entering into the green bin are diverse. It’s not solely medical instruments. 

There are disused pieces of cremator equipment, as well as the screws that hold the coffin together. This 

shows that the value of these metals is consistent despite the fluctuation in their relationship to the 

corpse. An implant might initially be situated in the moral economy due to its nature as being a 

meaningful part of the person. But, the cremator technology does not have that same relationship to the 

deceased. Through the management of these materials, they both move further into the moral economy. 

This is evident as the money generated goes not towards profit, but instead charity. This management 

has therefore generated a moral value out of the metals, such as the cremator technology, which initially 

had no moral value, existing as a piece of technology. Its state as an economically valuable metal meant 

that it entered into the ‘green bin’, sharing a space with the pieces of the dead. This in turn affected the 

way that it was managed, imbuing it with moral worth as a waste, despite its holding no such value 

during its social life (Appadurai, 1986). Thus, the values attached to these materials are an entangled 

form of economic and moral value, which presents itself as compensation.  

Consequently, I argue that these materials can also be reflected in the exchange system through which 

these values are attached and realised (Marx, 2013). Specifically, Giles’ (2014) work is helpful for this 

discussion. Based on his ethnographic research into dumpster diving, Giles has argued that the values 

of waste materials are often submerged in a cultural economy of trash. This is to say that the dumpster 

is a part of a production process where these values are to be recovered, realised, and attached to these 

waste materials in a parallel exchange market to the commodity market. In cremation, for example, the 

cremated remains are valued in the commodity exchange market, but the metal materials from the green 

bin are not. From this bin, they are designated as recyclable necro-waste and directed for entry into a 

parallel market run by the Orthometals company. In this way, the green bin is very much Hetherington’s 

(2004) doorway of disposal. It ensures that capital continues to stay in motion throughout the cremation 

process, directing the attachment of moral and economic values onto these metallic materials, which 

are realised through the Orthometals parallel exchange market. 

At the beginning of this section, I highlighted that recyclable necro-waste operates differently in natural 

burial. That is, recyclable necro-waste in natural burial, as I have shown throughout this thesis, is the 

decomposing, organic materials of the corpse. As Rumble and Davies (2012) have shown and my 

findings have certainly echoed, these organic materials are opened up to moral, emotional, as well as 
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economic regimes of value. What this focus on the titanium metal implant in cremation has built upon, 

however, is that these values are not attached to recyclable necro-waste in the same exchange market. 

Whilst the valuing of recyclable necro-waste is a part of the commodity market in the culture of natural 

burial, recyclable necro-waste is valued through a parallel waste market of recycling in cremation. This 

shows how recyclable necro-waste is subjected to different exchange markets in these distinct corpse 

disposal cultures. 

 

6.4: Contravening Necro-Waste 

So far, this chapter has focused extensively on cremation, purely because of the amount of different 

surplus wastes generated in the disposal culture of crematorium. This next section will, however, focus 

on the corpse disposal culture of natural burial. Contravening necro-waste is a classification of material 

wastes of the corpse on the natural burial ground that adhere to one culture of natural burial, whilst 

harming the other. As discussed in chapter four, there are two significant cultures underpinning natural 

burial in England. That is, the drive to fulfil the personal wishes of the deceased and bereaved, as well 

as the ecological culture of giving back and re-using the waste materials of the dead. In chapter four, 

there was a great deal of discussion over the pollution of the embalmed corpse and how it presents 

challenges to the entanglement between nature and ecological ritual by promoting a different 

entanglement of nature and personal memorialisation ritual. To bury that embalmed corpse might 

adhere to the personal wishes of the dead, the bereaved, or even the law in the case of repatriation, but 

in doing so, it will harm the ecology of the ground. Contravening necro-waste refers waste materials of 

the corpse that fulfil one culture of the natural burial ground, whilst sacrificing the other.  

I found that, in the culture of natural burial, these two cultures were often at odds with one another. This 

was indicated to me by Mandy, an independent funeral director who also used to run a natural burial 

ground: 

Mandy (Funeral Director): It’s not just about the principle of being ecological, it’s about that 

person as well. And you’re actually burying the history of that person with them. 

Mandy’s quote emphasises how the act of natural burial is about burying who that person is; the history 

of them. Indeed, there is a certain parallel to the mission of the Natural Death Centre, which has been 

to provide care to the dying and deceased (Callender et al, 2012). In many ways, providing care for the 

deceased means caring for their history. Natural burial is the practical embodiment of the natural death 

philosophy, but there are instances where the ecological focus can mean overlooking the more personal 

aspects of care present in natural burial. In these moments, the deceased may be classified as infectious 

and unable to receive this care. An example of this is seen in the Association of Natural Burial Grounds 

code of conduct (2013: 2) on embalmed bodies: 
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Toxic chemicals – Association members will only accept embalmed bodies for burial in 

exceptional circumstances such as repatriation. 

As it has been argued in chapter four, this discourse surrounding embalmed bodies is problematic for 

the personal aspects of natural burial. It questions whether providing care to the deceased means 

allowing them to follow their wishes when there has been a requirement of being embalmed. Whilst the 

code does state that repatriation is the exception, this is a complicated matter, with different countries 

using different chemical combinations to keep the corpse from breaking down, which means that 

repatriated corpses can be more ecologically harmful than those embalmed in the UK.  

There are other scenarios that contravene ecological matters in favour of the personal, which this code 

of conduct overlooks. A specific example is when the deceased’s body has been donated to medical 

science, namely to be used by medical schools to educate. Burying bodies in these instances does mean 

overlooking the ecological problems in favour of the personal benefits. Different operators have 

different takes on this. It was clear to me from the data that, in these cases, the deceased have no choice 

but to be embalmed. This did not stop them from being buried, even when that natural burial ground is 

a member of the Association of Natural Burial Grounds and expected to follow their code of conduct. 

Many of the participants in this project were funeral directors (or ex-funeral directors), as well as being 

natural burial ground operators. The code of conduct did not offer any guidance on these instances, but 

their role as funeral director added to their ability to make a judgement on the suitability of an embalmed 

body on the ground. 

Jay, a funeral director and natural burial ground operator, told me about the balance between being 

ecologically minded and fulfilling personal wishes in relation to the burial of bodies donated to medical 

science:  

Jay (Natural Burial Ground 2): …we did a lot of research into it and we don’t routinely allow 

embalmed bodies, we don’t routinely allow people that have been donated to medical science, 

but we take it on a case by case basis. The two we have are a husband and wife, they’re at the 

top of the field so high up, and they’re very deep as well, so they’re not going to infect the 

ground at the top. A lot of natural burial ground won’t allow them at all, and at our new site 

we won’t be allowing embalmed bodies at all. 

This quote has already been unpacked in some depth in the previous analytical chapters. But, it does 

also offer an intriguing avenue of thought on contravening necro-waste. Whilst the bodies may have 

been laced in formaldehyde, this did not stop them from being able to be buried on a natural burial 

ground. However, there are two discourses surrounding them. The first is that Jay emphasises that they 

are a husband and wife, buried together. This reflects a more personal aspect that natural burial offers 

whereby there is the opportunity for loved ones to be buried alongside each other in a natural landscape. 

Yet, as previously discussed in chapter four, there is also an ecological pollution discourse surrounding 
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this case. Jay emphasises how the bodies are buried high up on a hill so not to infect the ground at the 

top.  

For me, substantial amounts of value are being attached to this contravening necro-waste. What can be 

seen from Jay’s quote is that there is a morality and emotionality being placed upon burying the married 

couple at the top of that hill. As Jay says, they do not usually accept embalmed bodies, however, in this 

case, the fact that they are husband and wife and were able to be buried at the top of the hill means that 

moral and emotional values could be attached to the remains. As well as this, there is also the economic 

values attached to the remains since one would pay for these burials to take place. As such, in this case, 

the moral, emotional, and economic values of contravening necro-waste emerges out of its ability to be 

utilised to care for the deceased and uphold their history.  

There is a substantial level of rationalisation that factors into the valuation of these materials. What is 

interesting, however, is the way that this rationalisation favours the non-rational, emotional utilities 

(Evans, 2003) of the deceased over the more scientific, rationalised features of ecological science 

(Weber, 1978) that represent the interests of inhuman life. Indeed, Hird (2012) has outlined how waste 

management techniques have often favoured masculine forms of scientific knowledge, such as through 

the advent of the landfill. These approaches, she argues, represent a human exceptionalism that is 

harmful for those forms of life that are (in)human. My point is that, from Jay’s quote, Hird’s (2012) 

point is problematised, which is that waste disposal at the natural burial ground unsettles the binaries 

between masculine/non-masculine knowledge and human/inhuman. This refers to the so called 

masculine routes of knowing that Hird discusses intensely, but which are not solely rational. Rather 

they can invoke the non-rational, emotional utility that waste materials have. This is something that is 

under addressed in her work. 

Some have attempted to decentre scientific knowledge from its masculine foundations (Haraway, 1991) 

and ecological science can be presented as opening new routes for the inhuman, almost, based on Hird’s 

(2012) point, as if it has been emancipated from the masculine forms of waste management techniques 

that bracket out inhuman life (Haraway, 2003; Plumwood, 2008; Hird, 2012; Olson, 2016a). What Jay’s 

comment shows, however, is the way that these ecological scientific forms of knowledge can overlook 

human memorialisation in favour of benefiting inhuman life through maintaining the biodiversity of the 

natural burial ground. Implementing these discussions in waste disposal spaces can unsettle the apparent 

binary between human/inhuman (Haraway, 2003). Waste materials at the natural burial ground, which 

is a space of biodiversity, are valued in emotional, moral, and economic ways, despite potentially 

infringing on the wellbeing of inhuman forms of life. Consequently, there is a broader question over 

the functioning of ecological science within this framework of ‘Feminist Science Studies’ since the 

interests of life may need to be balanced against the emotional requirements of death memorialisation, 

as evidenced in Jay’s comment.  
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As much as this is the case with embalmed bodies, another vital form of contravening necro-waste on 

the natural burial ground is the medical implant. This has previously been analysed in the context of the 

crematorium and was found to be part of the recyclable necro-waste category in that culture. However, 

in the culture of natural burial, medical implants remain in the body and become contravening necro-

waste. A deeper analysis of this can be found reflected in wider advisory documents that state that 

burying these titanium and ceramic materials underneath the ground is not considered as good 

environmental practice. Specifically, the Institute for Cremation and Cemetery Management (ICCM) 

information pack on the recycling of metals refers to the older practices of crematoria in 2004, whereby 

metals were buried on the grounds, stating:  

(ii) the existing practice of storage and burial is, in the absence of a waste management licence, 

unlawful and a number of offences may be being committed; 

(iii) under the existing definition of waste, the storage of metals by crematoria under the 

proposed scheme would require a waste management licence, unless a suitable exemption 

could be found to apply; 

These practices were different to those undertaken in natural burial as the metals were not within the 

body when buried. Rather they were a collection of miscellaneous metals that were buried by crematoria 

around the country. This practice has, however, changed. Most crematoria have now adopted the 

scheme run by Orthometals and the ICCM mentioned above. The relevance of this information pack on 

the recycling of materials is that it shows how environmental counsel views the burial of metal implants. 

That is, the burial of metals is not generally viewed as best environmental practice. It was so harmful, 

in fact, that it was seen as illegal without first gathering a waste management licence. Due to the 

operation of cremation, these metals could be recycled in this scheme, but this matter becomes more 

complicated when considered alongside natural burial. This is because the metals continue to lie within 

the body and are not separated out by the application of heat. 

As such, there is a strong ecological culture underpinning the recyclability of metal implants in 

cremation, which cannot be replicated in natural burial. Rather than being recyclable, these titanium 

and/or ceramic implants become contravening since they may affect the ecological sanctity of the 

landscape, but to take them out also affects the personal values tied to natural burial. This was echoed 

to me by Leanne who is a funeral director and runs a natural burial ground:  

Researcher: On the funeral directors side – if somebody has a hip implant or something, does 

that stop them from being able to be naturally buried? 

Leanne (Natural Burial Ground 1): No, no. Not too fussed about that. You can go down the 

eco-warrior route, but at the same time, people take it too far, in my opinion. I’ve always wanted 

to be buried myself because of excavations, and they could see how people lived a thousand 

years ago. I like the idea that people are themselves when they’re buried – that they have some 

of their things in there when they’re buried or they’re dressed in their own clothes. The coffins 

we use are generally wicker, so they’re eco-friendly.  
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As Leanne hints, medical implants may not be the best ecological practice in terms of natural burial. 

However, she distances herself from this ecological philosophy and makes it clear that the practice of 

natural burial balances the personal with the ecological. As she says – I like the idea that people are 

themselves when they’re buried. The act of burial is not primarily ecological as it is so often claimed to 

be (Rumble et al, 2014), but rather, for Leanne, it is about the personal aspects of burial. It is as Mandy 

(Funeral Director) had said – you’re burying the history of that person with them. Medical implants and 

other metals may be ecologically problematic, but they are (a)part of the person being buried; part of 

their biography, history, and arguably part of who they are. Keeping implants inside the body is an 

instance where the person is being themselves when buried. In this way, emotional and moral values 

are attached to the metal implants through their biography (Gibson, 2010), being a key part of a person 

being themselves when buried. 

This tension between upholding both the biographical weight of the deceased and the ecological 

pollution produces a tension between artificial intervention and the sanctity of the natural. Indeed, 

notions of the ‘natural’ are generally entangled within the wider ecological philosophy of natural burial, 

which is reflected by Mandy: 

Mandy (Funeral Director): You try to make things natural, but of course, you are burying 

people . Artificial hips, artificial knees, and the teeth, and all that sort of stuff. So, it isn’t totally 

natural. 

Researcher: You mentioned before about people going into the ground with hip implants. Is 

that common? 

Mandy (Funeral Director): You don’t remove things like that. Definitely not. 

There are two aspects of this section of data. First, it shows how the natural is entangled within the 

ecological. The artificial hip, knee, teeth and other artificial material is seen as polluting this sanctity of 

the natural as a biodiverse ground. This is shown by Mandy’s statement that their inclusion means that 

the ground is not totally natural in an ecological sense.  

Yet, the second aspect shows how the removal of these implants offends against the personal. Mandy 

is absolute in her stance on removing medical implants from the body before burial. As she says, you 

don’t remove things like that. It’s almost unthinkable to do so. To do this contrasts against the nature of 

care (Walter in Callender et al, 2012). Thus, her stance is that you can keep the burial as ecologically 

natural as possible, but it will never be completely so. There will always be an aspect of artificiality 

present on the ground. As such, it seems to me that the natural in these sections of data is heavily tied 

to the ecological. As discussed in chapter four, these introductions of the non-organic can disrupt this 

and therefore infringe upon the ecological rituals underpinning natural burial. But, whilst chapter four 

focused on the pollution problems, the point in this chapter is that these materials are both polluting and 
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valuable materials, forming (a)part of the deceased and aiding the formulation of their memorial at the 

natural burial ground.  

Therefore, the argument gathered from this is that it is quite invasive and impractical to open every 

body with a medical implant before a natural burial and remove it. The medical implant therefore 

indicates a strong contrast between these two very different cultures of ecological and personal ritual 

present at the natural burial ground. Value from these implants comes at a juncture as it is part of the 

corpse buried on the ground. It is valuable alongside these personal uses and, like Leanne (Natural 

Burial Ground 1) mentioned, it can come to represent part of the history of the deceased person, 

indicating how we used to live to future generations. Yet, this comes at the cost of the metal’s ability to 

be green and recyclable. The materials are therefore morally, emotionally, and economically valuable, 

due to their biographical weight as part of the deceased, but this comes at the price of ecological 

pollution. There is certainly a contrast to how medical implants are valued in the crematorium. Whilst, 

at the crematorium, the implants are valuable due to the reuse of their material (titanium and/or 

ceramic), at the natural burial ground, this material is polluting, and the value instead comes from the 

biographical power that these implants have as (a)part of the deceased. This certainly shows the 

different ways that necro-waste is classified and valued in these two corpse disposal cultures. 

 

6.5: Unproductive Necro-Waste 

Not all remnants of production have value attached to them. Some materials must simply be removed 

as they serve no further utility. For this reason, I have classified these waste materials as unproductive 

necro-waste. There are two types of unproductive necro-waste in the crematorium. Firstly, there are the 

barrels of collected emissions, which are collected in a carbon solution. The second are memorial items 

that are left in the coffin before cremation, but can also become forms of unproductive necro-waste. 

The research did not identify unproductive necro-waste at the natural burial ground. It seemed that all 

waste materials of the corpse served some purpose, with materials that might prove damaging to the 

ground being contravening rather than unproductive since they maintained some emotional and moral 

utility for the bereaved, deceased, and ground operators. As such, my attention in this section is firmly 

focused on crematoria. 

The first form of unproductive necro-waste is the barrels of filtered emissions that are collected when a 

cremation is abated. These barrels are filled with a carbon solution that is hooked up to the filtration 

pipes in the crematorium. When the cremation takes place, the particulate that emerges from the corpse 

and coffin materials is cooled, captured, and is then collected into the carbon solution. This process was 

explained to me by Kirk, a crematorium operator at Crematorium 3: 

Kirk (Crematorium 3): No, this abatement system will make sure. We have an abatement 

system here that cleans and takes away the toxins and gases that go out from that stack. This 
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captures everything. We have a bag filter on our abatement system that removes that with 

carbon. It’s like a black powder. And that traps the mercury and all the toxins.  

Researcher: And where does that go? 

Kirk (Crematorium 3): That is taken and falls into our bin. That is then taken away. We seal 

it, put it outside. And then a guy comes from Scotland and then they take it away. It’s like a, it’s 

not a massively toxic material. But it’s taken away to be disposed of correctly. 

As Kirk tells me here, all of the toxins in the cremation emissions are trapped inside this barrel of carbon 

solution. Significantly, this barrelled waste has no value in the crematorium. It is not reused like the 

recyclable-waste would be and, as such, holds no status as resource. Rather, it awaits collection and a 

movement into a new disposal market. This quote highlights the process of discarding of these barrelled 

particulate, emphasising the clear lack of use that these materials have in the crematorium. Kirk 

indicates that there is nothing particularly special about the materials. Whilst the particulate is contained 

within a blue barrel, the crematorium operators are not worried about breaking this containment, and 

freely remove the lid. This is shown in Fig 5 where, Pete, another operator at Crematorium 3 opened 

the barrel and showed me the inside. 

This illustrates that these materials are not managed as being particularly polluting to the rest of the 

crematorium. Functioning as part of the mercury abatement, the carbon plays a role in its ability to 

‘trap’ the mercury and toxins. My interpretation of this was that the carbon was able to act as the 

container, as much as the barrel. The barrel kept the physical manifestation of the mercury emissions in 

one place, but the mobility of the toxins was contained by the carbon. This is why the operators freely 

removed the lid of the barrel. The grey dust inside the barrel shows mercury, but it is mercury that is 

not freely able to travel around the crematorium anymore due to its entanglement within the carbon. 

Thus, as Kirk notes, it is not ‘massively toxic’. It is controllable thanks to the carbon.  

Data gathered from Pete, another crematorium operator at Crematorium 3, helped me to develop this 

concept, saying: 

Pete (Crematorium 3): There’s a drum there, so the waste comes down and drops down into 

here. And then we manually change that. Maybe twice a week. And then the company, I don’t 

know what the company name is but he comes and gets it in batches of 8. With having this here, 

we have zero going out the chimney and the bad waste is trapped here, we pass it off, and it 

gets taken away. There’s nothing especially needed, it’s not like we need padlocks and yellow 

things on it. We had one of those questions come up about finding what is properly in that. As 

far as we’re concerned, it’s hazardous, but not hazardous as in a toxic waste thing. 

What is intriguing about Pete’s point here is that he highlights these materials as bad waste. To me, this 

bad waste refers to the unproductive components of the corpse, such as the mercury and other chemical 

emissions that are captured and must be discarded of since they serve no positive use. Bad waste that 

cannot be managed any further in the crematorium and needs to be disposed of outside the crematoria 

grounds. This is further evidenced by Pete who had said that it is hazardous, but not hazardous as in a 
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toxic waste thing. As such, this might seemingly be bad waste, but it’s not anxiety inducing waste that 

presents problems for health, as evidenced by the willingness to open the top of the barrel and show me 

the inside. Some have linked hazardous and toxic waste to mean the same thing entirely (Luloff et al, 

1998). Furthermore, in the law overseeing England this is similarly the case. For example, in the 

‘Hazardous Waste Regulations in England and Wales’ (2005: 40) toxic waste is listed as a form of 

hazardous waste:  

Toxic’: substances and preparations (including very toxic substances and preparations) which, 

if they are inhaled or ingested or if they penetrate the skin, may involve serious, acute or chronic 

health risks and even death. 

In this series of regulations, toxic waste is therefore a subdivision of hazard that refers to materials that 

pose a risk to life. Pete clearly refers to this when he articulates two different classifications of hazardous 

waste inside of the crematorium. The first is the notion of hazardous as presenting potential danger as, 

in this case, the barrelled waste is hazardous waste and could potentially be dangerous. However, it falls 

short of this second classification of hazardous waste that Pete presents, which is more in line with this 

legal definition in its proximity to the toxic. What this demonstrates, then, is the relatively low sense of 

danger that the unproductive necro-waste of mercury emission present. Further evidence of this is 

provided by Pete saying that they do not require padlocks or yellow things on it. This is seen in the 

managing of infectious clinical wastes24 (gov.uk, n.d.), something that these materials of mercury are a 

far cry from. Taken together, the point is that the unproductive necro-waste of mercury in the 

crematorium does problematise legal and advisory understandings of ‘hazardous’ waste by showing 

how broad and unclear the classification can be inside the crematorium.  

Another set of unproductive necro-waste concerned the remnants of items left inside the coffin at the 

time of cremation. These are not necessarily materials from the corpse, but are other items that share 

the inner sanctums of the coffin containment. There is a question to be raised here, which concerns 

when is necro-waste considered as ‘necro’? I did highlight this in the literature review of this thesis, 

where I showed how Olson’s (2016a) concept of necro-waste is an open one in regards to both the 

‘necro’ and ‘waste’. Both of these are broad categories, and this difficulty with the concept is certainly 

reflected here as some of these remnants are a material of the corpse and others are surplus materials 

that emerge through its disposal. When he discusses necro-waste, Olson indicates that necro-waste can 

include the materials of the coffin, despite these materials not being from the corpse in the same way 

that medical implants are. Whether they are a part of the necro or not, these surrounding materials have 

an interesting relationship to the necro-waste, being processed alongside the waste materials of the 

corpse. They share a space and their reduction occurs alongside the reduction of the corpse materials, 

meaning that, whilst they may be separate from one another at entry into the cremator, they can end up 

 
24 gov.uk/how-to-classify-different-types-of-waste    
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entangled within this classification of being ‘necro’. In this way, I argue that these materials, whilst not 

initially being from the corpse, are necro-waste.  

Derek tells me more about some of these items left inside the coffins: 

Researcher: So the glass, does it cremate as well and go into the ashes? 

Derek (Crematorium 1): Well, with this glass, its slides, so it’s smaller. You can get glass in 

the cremator. Sometimes folk put photographs in with the glass. It sticks to the hearth. It doesn’t 

disappear. It just melts. It’s like toffee, it’s hard to get off.  

Researcher: How do you get it out? 

Derek (Crematorium 1): Just persist with the rake. It comes off eventually, but it is a bit of a 

pain. 

Derek points out that photographs still within the frames can be problematic because the glass melts 

and gets stuck to the hearth of the cremator. There are few ways to resolve this problem and so the 

operator persists slowly kicking it off the walls with a long extended rake. Indeed, cremators retain heat 

in the brickwork that makes up the walls. Placing a chemical in there to remove the glass would be 

unthinkable as it could evaporate and be breathed in. There are, therefore, few ways to contend with 

these materials once they are stuck to the walls of the cremator.  

This point folds into a conversation that I had with Tony, the operator at Crematorium 2, about these 

materials. He extended on some of what Derek had said. As such, a better account of the problems 

associated with these materials can be made when both Derek and Tony’s comments are analysed in 

conjunction with one another: 

Tony (Crematorium 2): You’ll notice as you’re raking and eventually you’ll get holes right 

into your main chamber. The worst thing that damages it is when people put things in the 

coffins. If they put a picture frame in with glass in it, then that glass will melt and stick to the 

hearth and when you open the door up and it’s cooling, it pulls the hearth up with it. People 

don’t realise the damage it can do just by putting things in the coffin. That can start up the hole. 

That’s why we like people not to put anything in the coffin at all. 

Researcher: Does that happen a lot, where people put things in coffins? 

Tony (Crematorium 2): It can do. A lot of it we don’t know anything about. People will send 

things through on top as well. Can you book in? Yeah – piece of paper it would burn. They’re 

not incinerators, they’re specifically designed to burn a human body. So, we have to use a bit 

of common sense as to what we let through. The bodies are supposed to be dressed in naturally 

fibres to help with emissions. You pull a lot of glasses, glasses cases – coins melted together. 

Bottle of whisky as well. When they visit the funeral directors and they’re in the suits they slip 

a little bottle of whisky in their pocket. And that’s where some glass comes in. But, we can’t 

control it because when it comes in we’re not allowed to take the lid off or anything. 

Tony’s comment further identifies the types of materials that are received into the crematorium. He 

notes how books, such as the bible, can be cremated due to the ability of paper to burn in the 
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temperatures of the cremator. Glass, however, does not disappear like paper might and only melts, 

sticking to the bottom of the cremator, becoming difficult to remove. Derek (Crematorium 1) notes how 

this problem is often due to photograph frames that the bereaved put into the coffin. But, Tony indicates 

that, in his experience, the bereaved put many more types of material inside, such as whisky bottles, 

which can be placed into the pockets of the deceased.  

These unproductive problems only emerge after the cremation. Before this, memorial items, such as 

photos of the deceased hold a sacred classification among the bereaved, as found by Gibson’s (2008; 

2010) research into the value of memorial items to the family of the deceased. What this quote shows 

is the very real ‘social life’ (Appadurai, 1986) that these memorial items have. Yet, unlike Appadurai’s 

(1986) argument, the value of these materials do not emerge from their ability to be exchanged. Rather, 

it is their biographical (Kopytoff in Appadurai, 1986; Gibson, 2008) weight that makes them valuable. 

It is the meaning that they hold to the bereaved as part of that deceased person; as if memorial items 

might accompany them to some form of afterlife. Post cremation, this value dissipates as photos are 

gone and any glass forms a sticky mesh in the cremation oven.  

In the recyclable necro-waste section of this chapter I argued that some waste materials become 

exchangeable in a parallel market to the commodity market (Giles, 2014). Titanium and ceramic 

implants were able to be retrieved post-cremation and, through the green bin, they had forms of moral 

and economic value attached to them. As a result, they went on to be exchanged with Orthometals 

whereby money was generated and fed into charities associated with the crematorium. However, in this 

case, once processed, the memorial items placed within the coffin did not become a commodity (ibid, 

2014). They were processed into unproductive, bad forms of waste that prove problematic to remove 

and instead become valueless chunks of materials that must be discarded in the disposal market of 

landfill (Reno, 2009). 

It is not the whole material of memorial items that proves problematic, but rather a part of it. In this 

example of glass items, what is problematic is that the glass melts and, arguably, what was of 

biographical importance to those placing the picture in the coffin was the picture itself, rather than the 

case it was placed in. This is further shown through the electronic items that are placed inside the coffin 

when the deceased is cremated, such as watches and mobile phones. Tony tells me more about this:  

Tony (Crematorium 2): …occasionally you’ll rake watches out, the shell of a watch. Another 

thing that damages it is batteries – if you leave a battery in there, it’s like a hand grenade going 

off. So, pacemakers have to be removed. Watch in – fine, take the battery out. Pulled a few 

mobile phones out before that have clearly exploded. Sometimes you’ll be sat there and you’ll 

hear a whoompf and you’ll think what was that. And it generally doesn’t do much damage 

because it’s in the middle. If it was up against the wall, it would damage the wall. 

What is clear from Tony’s point is that it is the battery that causes the unproductive issues. It is these 

that explode. As he says, the watch alone would be perfectly fine for cremation. In fact, through 
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ethnographic observation of the green bin, I found that many of the metal shells of phones, watches and 

what appeared to be shells of pacemakers were placed inside the green bin for collection by 

Orthometals. They become part of this classification of recyclable necro-waste. Within the coffin item 

it is the battery that is the unproductive necro-waste. This shows how these supposedly unproductive 

materials can, at times, be formed of two contradicting classifications of necro-waste.  

A parallel from this consideration runs alongside the barrelled mercury emissions, forming a larger 

commentary on the status of unproductive necro-waste. That is, unproductive necro-waste is a partially 

hidden category of waste materials of the corpse. It is often a small part of an overall material, such as 

the battery from a watch, a frame from a photograph, or the mercury from a tooth filling. They hide 

within other classifications of necro-waste, such as recyclable, or even a commodity itself, such as the 

way that mercury emissions are commodities when they are quantifiable, but unproductive necro-waste 

when viewed merely as the material remnants of production. Unproductive necro-waste and what 

happens to it reflects the end point of cremation, showing the very limits of what can be disposed of in 

the crematorium, before being moved on to another disposal industry for a new phase of disposal where 

value is rendered once again from these waste materials. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has found five types of necro-waste that are remnants of production. Three of these were 

present only in the crematorium, one at the natural burial ground, and one was present in both. I 

classified these necro-wastes as: granular, protected, recyclable, contravening, and unproductive. Each 

category of waste was classified based on its materiality and management. The value(s) attached to it 

were able to be identified by drawing on the materiality of these wastes and how they are managed in 

the corpse disposal cultures of cremation and natural burial. In essence, my argument has been that each 

waste material as remnant of production is attached with different forms of value based on their material 

make-up and management. 

To make this argument, I unpicked the uses and exchangeability of these remnants of production. I 

found that economic, moral, and emotional forms of value were all present in the English Death 

Industry, but that different compilations of these were attached to different remnants of production, 

which was reflected in the way that they are managed. For example, protected necro-waste was subject 

to moral and emotional values in their scattering at a special tower for the remains of babies. In contrast, 

recyclable necro-waste contained titanium metal implants and other metal instruments, which were 

subject to a form of compensation for the crematorium, associated charities, and bereaved (Hoeyer, 

2009; Rumble in Kohn, 2019). This reflected a synthesis between economic and moral forms of value.  
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The attachment of value was reflected in the distinct classifications of necro-waste that are present in 

both cremation and natural burial disposal cultures. Inside the crematorium, more types of necro-waste 

remained from the production method. Many of these materials did go on to have value, showing how 

the value of a material does not end after its becoming waste (Reno, 2009; Alexander & Reno, 2012; 

Reno, 2014; Giles, 2014; Thompson, 2017). On the natural burial ground, however, waste was 

understood in a different way. Mainly classifying the waste materials as recyclable, there were not many 

remnants of production present in this culture. Unlike the crematorium, I did not find unproductive 

necro-waste at these grounds. Rather, any potentially unproductive necro-waste simultaneously 

contained a productive use, forming what I have called contravening necro-waste. This reflects how 

value attachment to the waste materials of the corpse depends on the material make-up and management 

rooted within corpse disposal cultures because these facilitate the uses that this material holds. In many 

ways, this answers the second research question. Namely, the values attached to the waste materials of 

the corpse are economic, moral, and emotional, and this attachment depends on the uses and exchange  

of the material that become clear through their material make-up and management. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 

7.1: Thesis Argument 

This thesis argues that corpse disposal in England is a production process where value is generated out 

of the waste materials of the dead body. The investigation of this production process has centred on the 

unpacking of the concept of value in two comparative corpse disposal cultures, namely cremation and 

natural burial. This is because the concept of value provides a lens for viewing the inner workings of 

production (Marx, 2013), as well as the management of materials (Hetherington, 2004; Gibson, 2008). 

Throughout, I have focused on two elements of investigating value in the English Death Industry. The 

first has been to explore how values are generated out of the waste materials of the corpse in cremation 

and natural burial. I showed how a process of rendering occurs whereby the use and exchange values 

(Marx, 2013) of the corpse are emphasised. The second focus was placed on the types of values that are 

attached to the waste materials that remain after this production of cremation and/or natural burial takes 

place. In response to this, I found that moral, emotional, and economic notions of value were attached 

to the waste materials of the corpse. Some of these waste materials were not economically valuable, but 

were attached with high levels of moral and emotional value, whilst others were attached with economic 

and moral values, but no emotional value. This conclusion will now detail my argument and answers to 

both of the research questions in this thesis, as well as provide a discussion of the contributions that 

these findings present for academia and the public more widely. 

 

7.2: How is value generated out of the waste materials of the corpse? 

This question helped me to consider the fundamental operation of a production process, which is to 

generate more value than was initially present (Marx, 2013). The answer to this question is that value 

is generated through a process of rendering, which is a concept of my own making. Rendering refers to 

a process of transformation–from pollution to resource–that is intended to draw out the use and 

exchange values (Marx, 2013) within a waste material. The term has provided a tool to highlight the 

ways that the waste materials of the corpse are subject to value generation through their resourceful 

components being emphasised. Specifically, my argument across chapters four and five of this thesis 

has been that value is generated out of the waste materials of the corpse by rendering them from 

pollution into a resource. In chapter four, I highlighted the problems of pollution present in the waste 

materials of the corpse as they enter into the disposal process as something needing to be removed away 

from public life. However, these polluting materials are not what leave the disposal process. Rather, 
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disposal involves the generation of value out of these wastes by making them into resources that can be 

used and reused, providing effective platforms for new avenues of exchange.  

In chapter five, I showed how this generation of value happens in more detail. There are three strategies 

of rendering that result in resourceful waste materials. The first of these is quantification, which is 

incorporated into the management of mercury emissions in the crematorium. At the outset, mercury 

emissions are understood as pollution and the argument is that they prove problematic for public health 

by entering into the food chain. As such, policy makers have argued that they should be reduced, and a 

50% target was introduced to ensure that this occurs (Rumble et al, 2014). In response, quantification 

occurs whereby these mercury emissions are rendered into numerical targets. What happens here is that 

mercury emissions are split into a physical form and a numerical form. The numerical form has a 

positive use for crematoria as they provide metrics that crematorium managers can use to show that 

they are complying with government guidelines. They become resources that can be exchanged in a 

burden sharing scheme. The physical form, however, is moved to a new disposal industry where they 

are incinerated. 

The second strategy of rendering is through containment. This refers to the physical material barriers 

that are used to contain the pollution from the waste materials of the corpse in order to transport it to a 

place where they can be processed into a resource. The example that I have drawn on has been the coffin 

and its use in natural burial. There are two steps of rendering present here. First, there is the ability of 

the coffin material to transport organic materials from point A to point B without breaking. The second 

is the ability for that coffin material to open when it is in place under the ground. Through these features, 

the rendering of necro-waste from pollution to resource takes place as the corpse materials are able to 

feed the ground rather than the pollution anxieties of mourners.  

The third strategy concerns the labour techniques of death professionals and bereaved people. These 

are simply the methods that are used to minimise polluting waste and emphasise resource based waste 

materials that have a positive use. For example, this can be seen in the way that crematorium operators 

minimise organic necro-waste and emphasise the dry materials that become the cremated remains. 

There were four of these techniques present; gauging, manipulation, refrigeration, and purging. I used 

these to show how the application of skill from labour factors into the generation of value out of the 

waste materials of the corpse. As well as this, I highlighted how these techniques extended beyond the 

remit of the Death Industry and into the hands of the bereaved through acts of prosumption (Toffler, 

1980; Beer & Burrows, 2010; Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010; Fuchs, 2011; Ritzer, 2014). Therefore, in 

addressing this question, it has been revealed that value is generated out of the waste materials of the 

corpse in cremation and natural burial by being subject to a process of rendering through quantification, 

containment, and labour technique.  
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7.3: What value is attached to the waste materials of the corpse? 

After the waste materials of the corpse are rendered into resource, what is left are the remnants of 

production; a series of waste materials from the corpse that continue to be attached with different 

compilations of value. This is to say that the uses and exchanges continue to be emphasised in these 

waste materials after the cremated remains have been produced or the corpse has been buried. The aim 

of this research question is therefore to show the depth of the production process of corpse disposal.  

Value is attached to the waste materials of the corpse through their management, and it this subject 

matter that is discussed in chapter six. I have produced a taxonomy of necro-waste with the aim of 

highlighting the different types of value that are attached to the waste materials of the corpse after they 

emerge from the production process of corpse disposal. Specifically, the first type of valuable waste 

material is granular necro-waste. These are the various grains of ash that are left out of the cremated 

remains due to being residue in cremator technology, or being dust around the room. The value attached 

to these is not economic, but rather moral. This coincides with the purity (Douglas, 2002) of the grain; 

those composed of bone are scattered on the crematorium grounds, whilst those bound with the dust are 

thrown into a skip or placed at the fringes of the crematorium.  

The second type refers to protected necro-waste, which are the remains of non-viable foetuses. Non-

viable foetuses are morally valuable, being cremated and scattered on the crematorium grounds. 

Through their management in disposal, the remains of NVFs become quasi-human material, with 

elements of personhood (Middlemiss, 2020) attached to them through their numbering and scattering 

in the crematorium. The personhood reflected in these materials through quantification is core to 

demonstrating the moral values that are attached as the cremated remains are scattered at a distinct 

‘baby tower’ in the crematorium grounds.  

The third type refers to recyclable necro-waste. This is mainly economically valuable, but there are 

moral values present, too. Recyclable necro-waste refers to the metals and ceramics that remain from 

the corpse after cremation, which are usually medical implants inserted into the hip and knee. These 

produce a substantial economic value that is generated in a parallel exchange market to commodity 

exchange where the cremated remains are valued. What I mean by this is that recycling companies pay 

crematoria for these metals that remain after cremation. Yet, the moral aspects of value are present in 

these materials since this is not a form of profit for the crematorium. The money is compensation instead 

of profit, echoing the work of both Hoeyer (2013) and Rumble (2019). My moving of this forward, 

however, comes from the consideration of ‘compensation’ as reflecting both the economic and moral 

value present in these materials. 

The fourth type of necro-waste is called contravening necro-waste. This is a classification of necro-

waste only relevant to natural burial. It revolves heavily around the two key cultures underpinning 

natural burial: personal memorialisation and environmental consciousness. In chapter four, I showed 
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that these two cultures frequently conflict with one another in the burial of the corpse. Contravening 

necro-waste is material that is valuable to one of these cultures of natural burial, whilst polluting the 

other. One of the examples that I have used to demonstrated this has been the burial of embalmed, 

repatriated corpse on the natural burial ground. This is supremely emotionally valuable for the bereaved, 

economically valuable for the natural burial ground, and morally valuable overall. Yet, it also pollutes 

the biodiversity of the ground on which it is buried. 

Not all waste materials of the corpse were found to be valuable and I showed that cremation could 

produce unproductive necro-waste. This refers to the physical barrelled mercury emissions collected 

from crematorium abatement systems, and the remnants of items that are left inside of coffins, such as 

glass photo frames. I was able to draw on these to show the limits of value generation in the English 

Death Industry since many of these materials were moved onto a new disposal industry of landfill 

(Reno, 2009) or incineration. In essence, through highlighting each of these classifications of waste 

material, I have been able to show how different elements of value– economic, moral, and emotional–

are attached to different classifications of necro-waste. That is, the values attached to the waste materials 

of the corpse are never uniform, but rather depend on the type of waste material considered, as well as 

how it is managed.  

 

7.4: Findings & Thesis Contributions 

 

7.4.1: Corpse Disposal is a Production Process 

The answer to the first research question has highlighted that corpse disposal in England is a production 

process that generates value out of the waste materials of the corpse. Throughout the analysis, I have 

shown that, in the corpse disposal cultures of cremation and natural burial, the resourceful components 

of the waste materials of the corpse are emphasised. The corpse enters as a polluting nexus of waste 

materials that must be removed. Yet, through a process of rendering, these materials are broken down 

and the meanings attached to them are translated from polluting into resource. What this means is that 

the management of the waste materials of the corpse during disposal is shaped by a tendency to generate 

value out of the materials. This is underpinned by two discourses; a capitalist one where value is to be 

generated, and an environmentalist one where waste materials are to be limited and reused.  

By presenting corpse disposal as a production process, I am providing a fresh take on the process and 

am taking the discussion of disposal, and death studies more widely, in a new direction. Specifically, 

discussions concerning corpse disposal have focused prominently on the environmental discourses that 

have come to affect its operation (Rumble, 2010; Davies and Rumble, 2012; Rumble et al, 2014; Olson, 

2014; 2016a; Kohn et al, 2019). Yet, my approach also highlights the ways that capitalist discourses 
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become entangled within this environmentalism and how the two work in tandem to guide a production 

process of corpse disposal. This also takes the literature on disposal forward as I have applied both 

Munro’s (1995; 1998; 2001; 2016) and Hetherington’s (2004) approaches to disposal to death studies. 

By bringing these two bodies of knowledge together for the first time, I have been able to show how 

their approaches to disposal apply to corpse disposal particularly well.  

Finally, this makes a contribution to wider waste and value literature in geography and studies in social 

policy. Far more than reflecting a circular economy that dominates EU practices of managing waste 

materials, this approach to disposal as a production process has shown how many of the nuances in 

value generation out of waste materials are not captured in work on the circular economy. Specifically, 

work on the circular economy has often lamented on its being a practitioner’s term and attempts to 

define it as a research term are still ongoing (Korhonen et al, 2018). What I have shown through this 

argument that disposal is a production process is the way that discourses of capitalism have more to do 

with shaping this resource recovery than discourses of ecology. 

7.4.2: The Extension of the Concept of ‘Necro-Waste’ in an Empirical Setting 

At present, the discussions concerning ‘necro-waste’ (Olson, 2016a; 2016b; Troyer, 2016; Robins, 

2017) and waste analogies of the corpse alike (Rumble et al, 2014; Krupar, 2018; Kohn et al, 2019) 

have not considered how well this notion might apply to an empirical setting. This project has been the 

first to gather empirical data concerning this concept in the English corpse disposal cultures of 

cremation and natural burial. Through this, I have found that the concept of necro-waste has merit for 

considering how the materials of the corpse are managed during disposal. In particular, the concept can 

be used to show how corpse disposal in England is a production process where polluting meanings of 

these waste materials are rendered into ones of resource that provide a platform for value generation by 

giving the materials a positive use. In short, the data gathered reflects Olson’s (2016a) point about 

necro-waste as drawing attention to management practices in corpse disposal. I have been able to apply 

this argument to an empirical setting, and have shown how the concept of necro-waste can be used as a 

tool for investigating how the materials of the corpse are managed within the English Death Industry. 

The contribution to the academic literature pertaining to necro-waste is particularly clear. By showing 

how it can be operationalised in an empirical setting, I have extended the concept. In particular, I have 

been able to rectify a limit flagged by both Troyer (2016) and Olson (2016b); namely, that Olson’s 

(2016a) initial account of the concept took for granted the diverse meanings that waste can hold. 

Through my investigation, I have been able to show how necro-waste not only has multiple meanings 

tied to it, but also that the management of these meanings is a vital component of English corpse 

disposal. This is particularly relevant as the UK enters into an era of the implementation of new funeral 

technologies (Rumble et al, 2014).  
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The addition of the concept of rendering also makes a significant contribution as it highlights how 

dynamic the category of waste is. Specifically, rendering has been used to show how waste is often a 

changeable category, meaning that Olson’s (2016a) concept of necro-waste is not as static as he outlines. 

This further reflects how Olson has taken for granted the diverse meanings that the concept of waste 

can hold in corpse disposal since rendering shows how productive meanings are generated out of waste 

through its disposal. Rendering makes a substantial contribution to the fields of death and waste by 

providing a basis for refiguring disposal entirely. Rather than disposal being a removal of a surplus 

waste material, the concept of rendering reflects how disposal is a process of production where the 

meanings attached to waste are shaped, securing the generation and attachment of value to these waste 

materials. In this way, the concept of rendering offers new avenues of thought for death studies through 

its refiguring of corpse disposal, and also provides a basis for reconsidering the disposal of waste more 

broadly. 

7.4.3: The Effectiveness of Walking Interviews for Studying Death 

There is a clear value present in the relationship between walking methodologies and death. This is 

evidenced by their use as teaching methods used to educate both students and the public alike. An 

example of this is the York Death and Culture Walk, which has been used to educate the public on 

matters of death and dying in the city of York25 (University of York – Death and Culture Network, 

Death Walk). This value of the use of walking to study and understand matters of death is certainly 

something that has been reflected on in this thesis.   

With the relative novelty of walking interviews in social research (Jones et al, 2008; Evans & Jones, 

2011; O’Neill, 2014; 2018), this project has been able to further reflect their effectiveness in death 

research, specifically in how walking and talking can generate sensory data at natural burial grounds. 

In particular, I found that walking through natural burial grounds with participants meant that we were 

able to draw on the ground itself, which was important since this is the feature of the culture of natural 

burial. In utilising a walking methodology in York to teach criminology, O’Neill et al (2020: 2) have 

found that walking presents the ability to ‘feel’ the manifestations of crime, punishment, and justice 

rooted in both Durham and York. It provided a way for them to engage with the space of the city in a 

particularly novel way that was able to generate new forms of understanding around matters of crime. 

In a similar way, I have found that the walking methodologies conducted at natural burial grounds 

presented me with an opportunity to engage with the space of the natural burial ground, and to unpick 

the understandings of death that were only generated as we walked around and experienced the space. 

One personal experience of this comes from our walking over the burial sites of corpses that were buried 

only feet below. Due to there being no grave markers on many of these grounds, it would only be 

revealed after we had stopped in a spot and spoke for five minutes that we were standing on top of a 

 
25 https://www.york.ac.uk/sociology/research/death-and-culture/dacwalk/   

https://www.york.ac.uk/sociology/research/death-and-culture/dacwalk/
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grave. I recorded my own personal feelings about this in my thick description, which contributed 

towards the findings of this project.  

My experience of conducting walking interviews led me to reflect that there is a particular link found 

between the short-term ethnography (Pink & Morgan, 2013), and the walking interview. This was at its 

clearest when I was gathering thick description of the burial sites, and immersing myself into the culture 

of the site of study (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1998). My own personal approach to analysing the thick 

description led me to interpret and reinterpret this description over the course of a year long analysis 

and writing up of my data into the analysis chapters. This does reflect what Geertz (2003) has argued 

to be a core function of the ethnography; that it involves the interpretation and reinterpretation of data. 

In this way, this methodological finding builds upon the notion of the short term ethnography presented 

by Pink & Morgan (2013) by showing how mobile, creative methodologies of walking can also factor 

into this definition. 

In a broader sense, my use of walking methodologies has also allowed me to build on the current 

literature on this method. This is because the literature has not yet fully addressed how walking 

interviews can be conducted in sensitive sites, such as burial grounds, particularly in the consideration 

of the sensory as a source of data. Whilst certainly not the first research project that engages with natural 

burial grounds or burial spaces in this way (see Woodthorpe, 2009; Clayden et al, 2014) this project has 

certainly presented findings that build on the way that walking methodologies can help researchers to 

engage with ‘sensitive sites’, such as those of ‘dark tourism’ (Stone & Sharpley, 2008), or broader 

‘morbid spaces’ (Penfold-Mounce, 2016; 2018), such as sites of mass atrocity.  

 

7.5: Final Thoughts: Future Directions 

Taken together, these contributions promote many future avenues for research to take. It is clear that 

work on necro-waste is still in development. After all, this project has solely considered England, 

decentring the concept from its US focus (Olson, 2016a; Troyer, 2016; Krupar, 2018). A future 

approach to necro-waste in the US would benefit from assessing the role that disposal has in its 

management as it has been shown here that this relationship is not considered as fully as it could be.  

Future research on corpse disposal would do well to be more critical when considering the ways that 

environmentalist discourses have been taken on in the cultures of cremation and natural burial in 

England. In cremation, the technology must be operational for the environmental targets to be met. As 

it stands, crematorium managers face the consequences if these targets are not met, but this hides the 

role that manufacturers can neglect when maintaining the equipment to ensure that it meets these targets. 

A future research project could explore this in more detail. In natural burial, little has been made of the 

contrasting cultures and notions of nature that underpin this disposal culture, something which was 
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discussed in this thesis in depth in chapter four. The emphasis has been placed on the environmental 

aspects of natural burial, but there is clearly more to the culture than this. Researchers and the population 

alike do not know too much about natural burial. It is far less environmentally rigorous than it is made 

out to be since these ecological rituals that maintain biodiversity of the ground must be balanced against 

personal memorialisation. The two do have a difficult relationship, which needs more unpacking.  

This project has covered how disposal is a production process, but I have not had the chance due to the 

scope of the thesis to be able to look into how these remnants of production are consumed. Future 

research could explore how these materials are used in more detail. This would certainly provide an 

interesting future avenue for this project since I showed, in chapter 6, the involvement that supposed 

consumers of the waste materials have in the production process, as prosumers (Toffler, 1980; Beer & 

Burrows, 2010). These findings present a question over the extent to which the bereaved are involved 

in the production process of corpse disposal. This is certainly important as it would develop on some of 

the work around disposal. In particular, Munro (2016) has shown how production/consumption binaries 

can be challenged and ‘double crossed’ through the use of ‘disposal’ as a conceptual tool. My findings 

reflect this point and, by considering the role that the bereaved have as prosumers of the waste materials 

of the corpse, future research would help to further reflect and develop on this notion of ‘double 

crossing’ that Munro presents. 

The findings do also leave further questions over disposal, particularly in the way that disposal has been 

found to be a production process. For me, it appears that each of these disposal industries, as I would 

like to call them, do have their limits. For example, medical implants move beyond the corpse disposal 

industry and into a new industry where metals are recycled, which is run by Orthometals. This does 

invite future research on these wider disposal industries, such as Orthometals, and the way that these 

interact with the corpse disposal industry to produce waste materials with a value. Essentially, the story 

of the valuation of the waste materials of the corpse does not end where this thesis ends, and it is to be 

continued. A future project would feasibly capture valuation beyond the crematorium and/or natural 

burial ground, beginning where chapter six had left off. 

In the end, this has been a thesis that has showed how value is able to be generated out of and attached 

to the waste materials of the corpse. In this way, I have been able to show that, whilst it can often feel 

like it, death is not the end. New beginnings are secured during disposal, which take the dead on many 

new frontiers that happen both inside and outside of our own lives. 

  



174 

 

 

Appendices 

Appendix 1 Consent Form for Participants: 

This form is for you to state whether or not you agree to take part in the study. Please read 

and answer every question. If there is anything you do not understand, or if you want more 

information, please ask me. My email address is daniel.robins@york.ac.uk. 

 

I have read the information sheet and have had the opportunity to 

reflect and ask questions. 

 
                 

 

I understand that my participation in the study is voluntary. It is my 

decision to participate. 

 
                

 

I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any point until it 

is submitted to the University of York.  

 
                

 

I understand that the information that I provide will be used in future 

written publications and in conference presentations.  

 
                

 

I understand that the information that I provide will be stored by the 

UK Data Service for up to ten years. 

 
                

 

I agree to the interview being recorded and understand that only the 

researcher will hear these recordings. 

 
                

 

I understand that the information that I reveal to the researcher is 

confidential, unless it involves an illegal act, or something which 

would cause immediate harm to me or others. 

 

 
                

I agree to my words being quoted in publication.    

                                                                

                

I agree to take part in the study.                                                                               

 

 

Your name (in BLOCK letters): 

___________________________________________________ 

 

Your signature: 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Researcher’s name: 

_____________________________________________________________ 

 

Date: _____________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 2 Information Sheet for Participants: 

What is this research about and why is it important? 

This research project is attempting to understand how the materials of the dead body are managed by 

death care professionals as they pass through the UK death process. It is thought that by exploring this, 

the value of these materials may be outlined. This is important because by highlighting the management 

of these materials, we may better improve policy amendments and advisory protocols designed for best 

practice. This will help to support the bereaved throughout the process of disposing of, and remembering 

the deceased.  

Who is conducting the research? 

My name is Daniel Robins and I am conducting a PhD project in Sociology at the University of York. 

The research has been approved by the economics, law, management, politics, and sociology ethics 

committee (ELMPS) after a careful review process. 

Why have you been chosen? 

You have been asked to participate in this study because you manage the materials of the dead body as 

they pass through the death care process. You might help support the bereaved through the process, or 

you might work closely with them in commemorating the deceased. Your work is vital towards 

understanding how value is attached to these materials because, quite simply, you are there on the front 

lines, putting definitions of value into practice. 

What does participating in the project mean? 

The project is designed to be as non-invasive and as respectful as possible. You would go about your 

role as if it is any other day, except I will shadow you. I will ask you some questions during this 

shadowing, but you are not obliged to answer them. The shadowing will be conducted for one day, 

which you will select at your convenience. If there is a particularly sensitive part of your role that you 

would rather I not be present for, you can dismiss me. My main interest is in how you interact with the 

body and, ideally, I would be present for that. You do not have to speak to me during this shadowing, 

but you can do if it makes you feel more comfortable. 

Do you have to participate? 

No; you are not obliged to participate in the study. Your choice to participate is really up to you. If you 

do choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at any point until the submission of the study to the 

University of York. Also, if there is something that you would rather not be included in the publication, 

you can tell me this in person or over email and I will not include it in the study. Everything you say – 

unless it breaks the law or threatens immediate harm to yourself or somebody else – is entirely 
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confidential. Strict efforts have been made to ensure that I am the only person with access to the data. 

We can also reflect at the end of the day and I will give you an opportunity to talk about anything that 

you would like me to omit from the study, and also answer any questions that you might have in a one 

to one, face to face setting.   

What are the benefits? 

Taking part in this project will be immensely helpful towards UK death care practice as it develops 

alongside wider public concerns for the environment. Your participation could lead to improvements in 

policy and provide ideas for advisory protocols surrounding best practice in managing and disposing of 

materials. This is also an opportunity to show somebody outside of the community what you do. 

What are the risks? 

Death is a sensitive topic and although you are a professional who works among the dead day by day, I 

am aware that certain questions may trigger unpleasant memories. You will not have to answer any 

question that you don’t want to, and your contribution will not be judged any less important if there are 

questions that you would prefer not to answer. Likewise, if an avenue of questioning is causing you 

distress, please tell me and I will be sure to change the topic of questioning. Your participation is 

voluntary and you are free to withdraw it at any point until the thesis is submitted.  

What will happen to the information that you share with me? 

All of the information that you provide will be strictly handled in line with the University of York’s 

policies and the Data Protection Act (1998) and any subsequent updates to data protection laws. 

With your consent, the shadowing will be recorded on a Dictaphone. This is to make the analysis of 

what you say easier and more accurate. The information will stay on the Dictaphone only while I travel 

back to my office. It will then exist in two places. The first is the secure server at the University of York 

and the second is an encrypted memory stick that will be kept in a locked draw (to which only I have 

the key) inside my locked office. After the information is transferred onto these, it will be permanently 

deleted from the Dictaphone. 

Only I will have access to the information that you provide during the shadowing. It will then be 

analysed and used to inform the arguments in the thesis. I may use exact quotes of what you say to 

articulate a point, but when I do, I will never include your name or location next to them. Similarly, 

your name and any other personal information that you share with me will never be shared with anybody 

else. Your name will be replaced by a number while I am transcribing the session. This is to further 

ensure that you cannot be identified. 
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All of the information that you share with me will stay between us, unless you reveal something illegal, 

or something which is an immediate threat to yourself or somebody else. In this instance, I would share 

the information with the relevant authorities. 

Will you be entirely anonymous? 

While everything that you say is entirely confidential and I will do everything in my power to keep you 

anonymous, I cannot guarantee your complete anonymity. This is because there are only a select number 

of sites in the area that I am focussing on. To help protect your anonymity, I will never state the name 

of any organisation included in this study and I will also not reveal the exact location of where the study 

has been conducted.  

Likewise, I would like to request that you do not share with me the identity of the deceased in order to 

maintain their anonymity and the sensitivity of the process. I may, however, ask about how the person 

died and if this affects the way that their body is managed. 

What happens next? 

If you choose to take part in the study, I will send you two copies of a consent form over email. This is 

to confirm that you understand what the study is about and that you have made an informed decision to 

take part. I will keep one of these copies inside a locked draw to which only I have the key. You will 

keep the second copy. We would then arrange the shadowing day around your timetable. 

If at any point up until the submission of the study you choose to no longer take part, I will respect your 

decision and debrief you. With your consent I may still use the information that you have provided, but 

I will only use information that you are comfortable with me using.  

How will the information be used? 

The information that you share with me will be used to write my doctoral thesis, any further publications 

spanning from the thesis, and any conference papers that I may present involving the research. It may 

also inspire future publications and appear quoted in future work by other authors. The anonymised 

data will be stored by the UK Data Service for a maximum of ten years, according to the University of 

York policies. 

Who can you talk to for further information or make complaints to? 

You can feel free to speak to me if you would like any further information. You can email me on 

daniel.robins@york.ac.uk. You can also talk to my project supervisors who are:  
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Dr Ruth Penfold-Mounce (ruth.penfold-mounce@york.ac.uk) 

Dr David Beer (david.beer@york.ac.uk) 

The chair of the ELMPS ethics committee at the University of York is:  

Professor Tony Royle you can email him on tony.royle@york.ac.uk or phone him on 01904 325061, 

if you have any complaints. 
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