Lecture 12 Final Fear -  Death and Corpses








               Rick Rayfield
Fear of dying. Fear of death. Fear of being mistaken for dead, and buried alive. Fear of being killed, especially in a Monty Python movie. (I'm not dead yet. Thud. You are now.) Fear of being buried alive. And why are condoms such as hard sell?

At an early age, many children experience death and then express a fear of their own death. Their childhood experience of death may be lose of relative or acquaintance, lose of a pet, discovery of a body- say a dead bird or deer carcass along the road, or fictional death- in a book, on TV, or in a movie. Or they may simply being looking at life and realize that an individual's life-span is finite. They may be warned that certain unsafe behaviors, like crossing the street, or using the garbage disposal, will result in their death. They may talk about their concern, express it in nonverbal ways, or have nightmares about their death. So, fear of death starts in childhood. 
We have some anecdotal evidence of other primates grieving the death of playmates, and some observers have presumed these monkeys are aware of their own mortality. These reports are not objective and require expert knowledge of the primate's behavior. We can file this under “possibly true”. 
Although fear of death may be evident at an early age, it seems like it is frequently denied or repressed. As a behaviorist, I would say that learning the concept of one's death, one's limited lifespan, is a pretty obvious one. The behavior of thinking or talking about dying is not generally reinforced, except in the case of the Addams family, which made great comedy of kids' fascination with death. 
Later in life, as death becomes likely, and society provides social reinforcement for estate planning, funeral planning, health care, etc., we see people emitting behavior related to death. The most obvious is trying to delay death, life extension, religion, prayer etc. Some people will preach the importance of having a will, and when they die we find they did not have one themselves. They accept of the social benefits while alive of talking responsibly about accepting mortality and planning for one's demise. I suppose they mean to write a will, and get caught by Fate. Or maybe they tried and failed to cope with the decisions that have to be made in writing a will- naming an executor, spreading out your goodies, specifying the disposition of your body and gathering of family or friends. 
Our society does not cope well generally with death- we don't talk about it, and become enraged when the funeral directors take advantage of our inability to plan or cope frankly. 
(Satire abounds- the classic book and movie “The Loved One” comes to mind. I know from experience that funeral directors will ask you to leave the room while they close an open coffin. “Because it is traumatic to see the body closed in.” they say. Baloney- my undertaker friends assure me it is to remove the nice velvet cloth and pillow from around the body so it can be used again. They don't want you to see them do this. 
The book “Caring for Your Dead” describes how to take charge of the bodies in your family, and what groups will help you do it at very low cost and great dignity. It includes plans for a plywood coffin, and tells you how to get permission to use your own property as a cemetery. Few people buy and read the book. Even fewer actually take control, or even request the sensible action it suggests. The Jewish religion takes some of these bad decisions out of the mourner's hands. In Judaic tradition, you must be burying in three days, no embalming, in a plain wooden coffin. No long travel to a funeral. No trying to beat death by looking pale with chemicals for blood. No mahogany coffin with bronze handles. I mention so you know, not because I think anyone will listen to me when society as a whole encourages us to called the funeral home when we need help doing something “right” with which we have no experience. 
Aside from the fiasco of how we bury our dead, what else do we fear about death. Two major items. We lose the stuff we love- loved ones, our hobbies, our zest for living, our money, our home, our country, our chance to do good works. And we are usually threatened by bad stuff- a painful death, medical bills (80% of health care dollars are spent in the last six months of life.), our loved ones who will miss us or depend on us, the indignity of decay of our precious body. Death robs us. Death hurts us. Death humiliates us. 
As your know, Freud put forward the Pleasure Principle, the individual's search for bodily pleasure, in conflict with society's demands for society's benefit. Freud's later and less understood and even less accepted suggestion of a Thanatos, or Death, Principle tried to describe an individual who is ready to die, accepting of death, wishes to die, and yet is in conflict with social demands to stay alive. Society imbues death with dire consequences. You may go to hell. If you kill yourself, it is murder. Society invests in us and does not want us to die, and so puts “the fear of God” into us about dying. Whatever the limitations of Kubler-Ross's stages of coping with death, the idea of acceptance of death was pretty shocking to many people. In contrast, the famed lyric Irish poet Dylan Thomas wrote, “Do not go gently into that good night, but rage, rage, rage against the dying of the light” , and it the end urges his dying father to resist death. 
Aside from our own death, the death of people near us can be terrifying- either its occurrence or its anticipation. Parents worry about their children, in terms of disease and accidents. Inner city parents fear gunfire will kill their children- and it is a leading cause of death in minors. Rural parents quite rationally fear for their children in auto accidents and hunting accidents. Parents fear drug overdoses in the children. Parents of newborns fear SIDS- sudden infant death syndrome. Parents fear rolling over in their sleep and suffocating their babies, which the family bed movement has minimized, but in fact the risk is high in parents who drink alcohol and thus blunt the usual human ability to protect a co-sleeping child. Children fear losing their parents, especially if they have experienced it through peers. Disease and accidents often kill parents of children, but from the child's point of view this is not completely unlike the lose of a parent due to divorce. There is the fear in adult children of the death of elderly parents or grandparents. This fear involves at least three important facets. There is the negative emotional fear of loss of the parent, as they slide into poor health, perhaps dementia. There is the financial fear of the cost of caring for a dying parent. And there is the practical fear of living without the parent who has provided a lifetime of advice, information, companionship. 
I want to mention a particular fear of death relating to someone else which used to be prevalent in our culture, and which used to be common in our culture and still is in cultures with minimal medical technology. It is the fear of losing one's wife in childbirth. Walk through an old cemetery and you will see in our country's past numerous young women who were buried at the age of 18 to 28, and buried with them is frequently a baby. Or consult the town records. Or read the medical literature. The health risks of pregnancy, even with modern obstetrics and gynecology are vastly greater than the side effects of contraceptives. And the gravest of these risks, so to speak, is death in childbirth. The biggest culprit seems to be the large heads we humans have evolved- with the selective advantage of huge brains. The trouble is that the female human pelvis has not grown as fast at the babys' heads over the last million or so years. Or perhaps it is just that the disadvantage evolutionarily of a larger pelvis has outweighed the death rate of birthing mothers. Whatever the truth behind my speculations of evolution, the fact is that childbirth was often deadly. And men rightly feared the loss of their spouse, their lover, their cook, their children's mother. That old-fashioned waiting room for father that you read about or see in the old movies was much more about men scared of losing their wife than nervous about whether it would be a boy or a girl. Ask your fathers and grandfathers about this if they are alive. The celebration of a birth was also the celebration of the mother escaping death. And only the foolish woman in labor did not fear for her own life. These are potent facts of human experience in history, which modern medicine has largely solved. But the echoes of death during childbirth still reverberate in our culture and our sensibilities. 

Speaking of death and sensibilities, let us also talk about the fear of dead bodies, of corpses. Let's not even mention dead bodies that come back to life and scare the crap out of us in horror movies. But let's mention that mankind has history of plagues and other problems with dead bodies causing more death. That's scary. Because death is so bad, but so similar to sleeping and unconsciousness- concussions or comas- we have a legitimate confusion at times. “Is the baby still breathing?” is asked frequently in panicked voice. Are you sure the bullet killed him? (Do you know the scene in Fatal Attraction where the crazy and dangerous mistress has been drowned in the husband's bathtub? Suddenly she is alive again, knife in hand. Aghhhh went audiences nation-wide. It was the most-talked about scene of the season. Here we are again, with mental illness being terrifying because it is unpredictable.) 
In all cultures, dead bodies, especially dead human bodies get special treatment. Dead bodies are frightening for many reasons. Often they are not intact- go back to body integrity and young children. Often blood and other bodily fluids are evident- these may be personal, powerful, intimate, disease-bearing, disgusting, and unusual. The dead bodies present an emotional stimulus to extreme behavior. They present a practical problem of disposal (solved at sea with a canvas bag for the body and a bit or rock or iron to pull it to the bottom of the deep blue sea, or by complete recycling of water and other components in Frank Herbert's classic “Dune”). Bits of dead bodies of saints are also hugely powerful and sacred. These “relics” (mostly bones, teeth, and hair) are typically imbedded in the altars used by Roman Catholic priests who are transubstantiating the bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. Those relics which are body bits are first degree relics. Clothing or other objects in touch with the saint (cup, chair, cross)are termed second degree relics, and depending on the local traditions are acceptable to make altar. Relics of Jesus (second degree only, thank-you) and Mary are more powerful than other saints. This is a great example of what is dangerous and profane being in special circumstances sacred and pure. This is the thrust of Mary Douglas's Purity and Danger. She found that most culture have a number of things that are impure, disgusting, profane, dirty, and evil, and other objects which are viewed as pure and sacred, usually clean, fresh, healthy, etc. 
Perhaps the scariest thing about a dead body is not its disease, danger, or disgust, but its vivid representation of death, which we fear for so many reasons. 
What if something that appears dead- not moving, not breathing- is buried (or burned or whatever we do with dead bodies), and then revives? (Revives= re- vives= again lives.) How many stories have you heard of the corpses reviving during a funeral? No, not true stories. But legends. Being buried alive, mistaken for dead, has been a primal terror at various times in history. With modern medicine this mistake appears unlikely. Supposedly some coffins were rigged with a rope up to a bell above ground so that the awakening “corpse” can ring for a gravedigger to exhume (Ex- out of Hume- humus, or dirt). This does not seem a part of our current culture- the medical and funeral industries have stamped out that concern mostly- with dual heart and brain definitions of death and the ability to observe both clearly. But Edgar Allen Poe made big money with his horror tale of a man being “buried” alive. And there is the story of three men who are asked what they would like to hear said at their funerals. The first says, “I want someone to say I was a good father to my kids and a good husband.” The second says,” I want someone to say I served my country, I loved my flag, I worked hard to make this town a better place.” The third man thought a minute and then said “ I want someone to say- look, he's moving.” 
The current trend to cremation may solve the old issue of whether the coffin should be open or closed. And part of that is related to knowing that the person is dead. The question of whether children are prepared to handle funerals, especially seeing dead bodies, will probably never end. When my daughter was four and a half, her grandfather died with my mother-in-law, his 95 year grandfather, his sister and brother-in-law, my wife( his daughter), and my sister-in-law present. My daughter, 4 _, was there too. He died at home, in his own bed, after protracted illness. My daughter helped me wash his feet with ocean water. Everyone there at least sprinkled some water on his body if not used the water as a vehicle to touch his body one last time. We shared with him, as he passed away from us, his love of seawater on his feet. 
I think we need to prepare, understand, and control our behavior to safely negotiate the natural feelings of fear that dead bodies provoke. Ritual washing of a body is a common tradition, and I think it is one of the perversions of civilization when we let certain people gain control of an aspect of fear, rather than keeping that control in the hands of the people. In my father-in-law's tradition, only certain people would ritually wash the body; I dragged that tradition out of the hands of the ritualists, and put it back in the hands of his family, where it did great good. If I had not read Mary Douglas' book 25 years before, I would not have known why or what to do. 
So I return again to my theme that fear is often rational, sometimes irrational. But coping with fear is often effective when we engage in behavior that brings us a measure of control, practically and emotionally, to the fearful situation. The greatest fear is not knowing what to do. There is value even in pretending to be in control. At death, ours or others, we frequently accept baloney for well-wishers, priests and ministers, and other experts just because they seem certain of what is happening. Afterwards we are often embarrassed by the explanations we accepted in our time of fear. We should forgive ourselves for that, but also regain control for the next episode, so that fear will not numb us inappropriately. 



Complete the following sentences: 

I don't want to die because………. 

If I saw a dead human body I would feel…. And here's why…. 

I care what happens to my body when I am dead because….
