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The Suspension of Death in Death with Interruptions: 
A Critical Study of Modern Civilization and Institutional Decay 

 

 

   

Abstract  
This article offers a critical reading of José Saramago’s novel Death 
with Interruptions (As Intermitências da Morte) by examining the 
suspension of death as a symbolic device to expose the moral, 
institutional, and civilizational crises of the modern world. The novel 
imagines a society in which death suddenly ceases to function, 
triggering widespread disruption across religious, political, 
economic, and social institutions. Through satire and allegory, 
Saramago reveals how modern civilization is sustained by systems 
that depend upon death for authority, legitimacy, and economic 
continuity. The study argues that the absence of death unmasks the 
hypocrisy, inefficiency, and moral emptiness of institutions such as 
the state, the church, insurance corporations, healthcare systems, and 
organized crime. Rather than celebrating immortality as a triumph, 
the novel portrays it as a condition that accelerates institutional decay 
and ethical collapse. Ultimately, the suspension of death functions as 
a critique of modern civilization’s commodification of life, suffering, 
and mortality. 
Keywords: Death; Institutional Decay; Modern Civilization; José 
Saramago; Power and Institutions; Civilization CriƟque. 
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“Even an intricately personal-cum-social event such as death is 
now subjected to the economic gaze.”17 
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“Saramago’s narrative is not simply a tale about the 
disappearance of death, but a cultural self-interrogation that 
exposes the hypocrisies and institutional contradictions 
embedded within Western civilization.”20 
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