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How should we conquer death?


Our eternal existential question. The unspoken why of all action and thought.


Death is our silenced paradox. All around us but the unseen.


A shadow companion who haunts our gnawing anxieties over what is to become of us, sometimes even in the smallest details.


The virus.


The stab of doubt in every lump beneath the skin.


That sneezing stranger on the other side of the aisle.


The phone call far too late in the night to be anything but disaster.


Your cough.


The word, fresh from a day’s distance, that your father, your mother, has taken a turn and an ambulance is at the door.


The right-hand turn across the bristling incoming traffic.


A jolt of panic at your own table, choking over a trapped morsel of dry bread, when you suddenly can’t breathe.


That unexplained dull fatigue.


Or the would-be rupture in the universe; the lost or absent wayward child, their phone ringing out, the fearful edge, that tears through your heart.


The awful realisation.


Is this the moment when I die?


Catastrophe begins.


Bracing yourself already for the worst?


 


Can anyone overcome their fear of dying? Or conquer death?


Even the question seems so overwhelming. What’s the point?


Surely it’s better just to never talk about death at all? Deny death and say nothing? Turn the volume down. Flip the picture’s face against the wall and just keep on going on with the rest of our lives and pretend by never mentioning the D-word out loud.


Or hide behind silly euphemisms like ‘passed’ or ‘passing’.


Lying to ourselves. Silencing our private thoughts. Even in the panic of a viral pandemic.


Barricading our fear in the mind-numbing white noise of whatever screen devours us.


Filling up our days with the antics of so-called celebrities. Soap stars. Movie stars. Social media ‘stars’.


Proceedings to beguile time.


Tuning in to talk shows that talk and talk, round and round, about – nothing. Or nothing important enough to be remembered the day after.


Watching the same films, the same plots, the same ‘stars’, that look and sound the same because they are the same thing wrapped up in another name.


Listening to the radio blur of a thousand headlines, the chirpy upbeat studio hosts, in between the tyre adverts, the dedication calls, reports of traffic snarls and the weather.


The tip and tap of Twitter, Facebook, TikTok, Snapchat or Something Else bleeding out our life minutes into the digital wilderness.


Distractions in the lonesome search for affirmation.


Hanging around on the side benches of our lives, lingering our way towards oblivion. One day closer to extinction.


Gamers.


Which is a pretty accurate summary of where we are with death right now in the Western world.


Until the day when real death comes anyway, the screen shatters into pieces, and you find yourself alone, defenceless in this mortal world.


What then?


What do we do with ourselves then?


Supposing we tried to do death in a different way?


An older way?


How about we go out and conquer death first?


 


Can’t be that hard, can it?


We spend a lot of our lives training and practising lots of different skill sets.


How to control our bodies.


How to walk, speak, ride a bike, study, date, diet, parent a child or become a better person.


We fill up our days with classes, seminars, books and how-to-does on every human activity from cooking to astrology. Yoga and baking bread.


We study technical manuals, download apps, go to conventions and follow rules all the time until we achieve mastery of the subject.


Physics, Maths, French.


So why can’t we do the same with death?


Sign up for a how-to-die course where we learn all the rules, do a few tests, practise again and again and get better at dying? Pass the exam.


Do you think that is ridiculous?


Because dying is a totally different thing?


It’s the end? No ifs or buts.


You just die alone and that’s it.


Why would anyone ever want to learn about dying?


What is the point? Or to even think about death?


How could you teach anyone how to die?


I, you, us, we want to live not die.


 


There are two simple but profound answers to the how-to-die question. The first answer is that even if you don’t want to do the course it’s compulsory. Dying.


You still have to turn up on exam day. Virus or no virus. So you don’t really have a choice. Each of us has somehow got to find a way to work out some sort of personal plan with death. And there is another important thing.


Far from being a unique once-at-the-end-of-your-lifetime event, death is an every-other-day commonplace.


People die around us all the time, those we love, our wider family and community, the strangers we hear and see in the newspapers or on the TV. So death is not just about you or me.


Dying happens to everyone, everywhere, sometime. Not just in pandemics. Cancer, heart attacks, car crashes, suicides are just as lethal too. Plain old-fashioned mortalities.


We all have to find a way too to navigate ourselves around the deaths of others.


What if we did death the same way we practise for any other human activity – like how we learn to drive a car – by taking lessons? Surely dying would become easier too?


Does it sound too simple an answer? A trick question?


But just as no one sane would get in a car and head out for the nearest motorway without first knowing how to drive, so surely it is equally foolish to believe you can live all your life without understanding the basic rules of human mortality?


The rules? What rules? Are there any?


Yes. There are rules because the second answer is that for all of human history our ancestors have practised learning how to conquer death every day of their lives by sharing the company of the dying, touching the bodies of the dead and going to wakes and funerals.


Which is what the ancient Greeks, the Romans, the Etruscans, the Aztecs, the Vikings, Africans, Asians, Europeans and the Celts did. And what the Irish still do in the Irish Wake.


Death was no stranger nor a great mystery. You learned how to die by seeing other people die right in front of you, sometimes badly and sometimes peacefully.


Wakes and funerals were part of everyday life and parents taught their children how to die by bringing them along to see the dead themselves and get a feel, literally the touch of a corpse, of what death was like.


Our ancestors had a whole set of death-conquering rules they followed and they had a lot of fun too: wailing, grieving out loud, feasting, drinking, reminiscing, story-telling, staying up all night, flirting or prumsaí, as they say in Irish, and even having sex at funerals.


The dead, the dying, the living and their community were bound together in a web of ritual and reverence that stretched beyond the grave and made sense of their universe.


They conquered death together.


In the Western world, we’ve lost that communal wisdom. We are far too sad about death for our own good. Too scared. Too often we think of our own death like the death of the sun; all the light and planets of the galaxy, the known universe, will die with us. So what’s the point?


Modern death has become a personally terrifying experience; an ‘I’ death never a ‘we’ death. An unremitting tragedy that we will all face alone. Extinction.


Too sad for our own good? How can you not be sad about dying? Or too scared about your own death? The coronavirus? The thousands and thousands of people who died for no good reason?


Well part of the reason why we are so scared is we are getting death all wrong.


We have never been taught how to face death openly in the first place. Or how to grieve.


No one hands out the guidelines, the manual, any more. Or tells us what death is like. There are no death education classes on the school curriculum . No ‘teach-ins’ on the mortal routine of what happens when people die. No practice papers for what to say to the dying, the bereaved.


Or how to die ourselves.


Which is a bit strange when you think about how important death is. And how present dying is in our daily lives. How we think about the possibilities of dying, almost hourly, when we are near a road, an electrical socket, a cliff, climbing stairs or eating biscuits.


How many times have you thought about dying already today? Like avoiding being knocked down by that oncoming truck? Or not falling into that basement? Or not being poisoned by the out-of-date chicken breasts in the fridge? The cough that could be the sign of something lurking within your own body?


Our new way of meeting death is like being thrown into the driver’s seat of a strange moving rental car not knowing where we are going and just being told to drive even when we don’t recognise any of the controls. Like how the gears work. Or where the indicators are rather than the windscreen wipers.


Even as the car speeds up each of us has to individually rediscover death all on our own just as we are being whooshed along a dark, spooky unknown road marked Oblivion. It’s hard not to panic, calm our fear, or feel uniquely singled out.


We have lost the rulebook, the guidebook, on our own mortality.


Instead we have become conquered by death.


But there is another way.


 


In theory, we should never be happier about dying. We have it made. Compared to our predecessors we live lives of both unimaginable luxury and longevity.


In 1800 there were a billion humans on the planet, the vast majority of whom lived in extreme poverty. Most children died in infancy. Polluted water, starvation and myriad diseases, smallpox, cholera, malaria, syphilis, bubonic plague, ravaged the population. Tuberculosis alone killed one in four.


The average life expectancy was forty.


Today there are 7.7 billion humans and global life expectancy is 71.5 years even with the virus.


If you were born in the rich part of the world then you will probably live well into your eighties.


We are better fed, better educated, taller, healthier and through medical science have access to an extraordinary range of drugs and tools to enable us to lead far more productive, longer, pain-free lives.


Our death, you would think, should be easier to handle. We should all be far more reconciled in general to dying painlessly in a gentle morphine fog, surrounded by medical professionals, at the end of our attenuated days. Even in a viral pandemic.


Of course, that’s not the point, is it? A lot of old dead folks? History. My death is a me question. What happens to me. My life. My family. Why should I care about all those strangers? Those Others?


The nightly death toll of Covid-19 victims. The drip, drip of casualties, shootings, traffic pile-ups, on the evening news. The starving children, the blasted cities, the fleeing refugees, of foreign lands. The neighbourhood chatter of cancer deaths, coronaries and the lingering dementias of friends’ parents.


Their deaths have got nothing to do with me. Or my death. I just don’t want ME to die.


But the My-Death-versus-the-Other question just brings you back into the same silenced death paradox.


The more we seemingly distance ourselves from death the greater our own fear. The more we recoil from the Other, the sick, the dying, and death in our daily lives in the West, the more anxious we become about ourselves. More scared. More unreconciled to our own nature.


Now we worry about dying four or five times a day but never feel able to share our fears out loud. The terror of the virus-laden supermarket trolley handle, the suicidal thoughts, the sense of everything failing, losing everything you’ve ever loved, your anger over what will never be and your death loneliness.


Loneliness?


Well when did you last have a proper conversation about dying? Or ever? Even in the viral panic. Talk about your fear?


Now, we are not sure where to place ourselves against these Others, the dying, the nameless dead and the bereaved.


What to say to the afflicted? Or how to comfort the bereaved. Or find the right way to express the sadness we feel. Or even how to behave at the few funerals we go to.


We are even scared to teach children about dying, worrying we will frighten them to death by letting them in on our Grim Reaper secret that one day they will die too?


Inside ourselves we are no longer sure how to negotiate our own mortality.


Our ancestors, who constantly faced random death and inexplicable disease, would be ashamed of our death cowardice.


 


Our mortality is now a tragedy not an act of nature.


The death of a child we deem an offence against natural order, a crime, which no parent should ever face when for most of our species’ history every parent before us lost several if not most of their children to illness. Just as millions of children in poor countries still die of disease today.


Perversely, until the coronavirus pandemic, our conception of plague, our biological vulnerability, became so remote that up to ten percent of parents in Western society refused to inoculate their children against potentially lethal viruses like measles because such a way of dying, contagion, had become inconceivable to them. And some individuals still do believe vaccines are the control mechanisms of some malign global conspiracy.


For others the pandemic has shattered generations of denial and death complacency and given us all a glimpse of the worlds of plague and terror our ancestors lived through.


Seduced by a mythic certainty of distant old-age expiration, we were for far too long bewildered by death’s random compulsion in ending the lives of the young and early-middle-aged.


A Celestial Sniper who picks off victims for no fathomable reason and ruptures the logic of the universe with inexplicable viral succumbings, childhood leukaemias, accidents on park swings, school shootings, teenage suicides, brides with bowel cancer, non-smokers with lung tumours, and traffic collisions.


A Never-Should-Have-Been, an injustice, we cannot fully explain to ourselves because death is such a purposeless unnatural loss.


We resent death yet feel uniquely vulnerable, traumatised, angry and often seek something, or someone, to blame because in a Better World such tragedies should never happen. We want an explanation, a reason, a cause, a why.


‘No one, no family, should ever have to experience what we have gone through,’ runs as a common refrain in the interviews of the grieving relatives on television even when what has been gone through, although sad, is a repeat mortal commonality: a lost child, a civic failing, an act of terrorist murder, even plagues.


Strangest of all, in some instances, we have conferred on death a celebrity status. Dying of cancer, or even dying itself, is written up as if mortality was an untoward challenge, an optional personal quest on Everest, that must be memorialised for its unique insights by the most adventurous among us rather than a common tale of expiry on the universal road. Many of these individual stories are written and blogged about with grace and courage and have great value. But why is there a need for them to be written at all? Was nothing ever passed down in our own lives along with those familiar childhood fairy stories? Goodnight Moon and Goodnight Death? Or, We’re Going on a Death Hunt?


Did no one we know, a granny, an uncle, ever die before in the usual order of things? Or show us where the real Wild Things hang out in the local graveyard? Why has no one in the family or school, even work, ever taught us about dying before?


Where did our new fairy tale ‘We Will Never Die’ begin?


Why do we need to rediscover death at all?


 


Grief has become our private purgatory.


We have abandoned the rites of public mourning but are surprised when grief becomes our mental prison and we are haunted by our unquiet dead.


Instead of a public wake or a black armband we carry around inside ourselves a secret graveyard for the souls of those we have loved but can never truly bury because we have lost a public space to wail and keen and grieve out our loss.


We live on in a death-silenced world yet our unexpurgated grief when it inevitably erupts out, we feel, is longer-lasting, more corrosive, easily carried over into a medically defined traumatic stress disorder. A sickness caused by death that must be addressed by therapies, workshops, trauma classes and self-help manuals.


Sadly, if that is the appropriate word, we miss out on all the fun in death. When my 90-year-old Aunt Mary died on the remote Irish island where all my family are from, we had a great time.


Aside from her children, dozens of her nieces and nephews flew back from all parts of the world to be there at her wake, honour her and hold a great party. Hundreds of people came to see her in her coffin and say goodbye. There were tears, but there was also a lot of joy, pride in the substitute mother she had been for so many of us summer after summer when we were children, and joy too in the gathering of this whole clan to celebrate the end of her life. My Aunt Mary was there too at her funeral because we could see her, touch her, even kiss her, in her open coffin.


And then we buried her and got on with the rest of our lives.


 


Our heightened Western personal death anxiety runs in tandem with a recently acquired prohibition on the sight of the dead in a Western Death Machine that medicalises and controls every aspect of the dying process.


A Whisper Death World where it is more common than uncommon to have never seen, let alone touched, a dead human in your entire life.


Western Death Machine?


Whisper Death World?


‘Western Death Machine’ is just a kind of shorthand to describe the complex historical process over the last two hundred years by which we have handed over the control of our mortality to professional intermediaries like doctors and undertakers, pallbearers, gravediggers and the state. We have screened ourselves away from the sick, the dying and the dead as if such happenings belong to another world apart from our own. We have abandoned our dead, and our own death.


For most of human history, death’s imminence was close. In every city from Babylon onwards, you would have encountered the sick and dying on almost every street. You died where you lived, in the village, your home, surrounded by neighbours and family. Just as death remains visible with the poor today especially in what is called the Third World.


In the richer Western world, we have changed the public face of death by inventing better sewage drains, better drugs, training doctors and nurses, drinking cleaner water, eating a better diet and living longer.


Now though the very sight and presence of the dead has become anathema to us. When we get sick we think it is only natural to go to hospital. A lot of people do get better in hospital but a lot of other people also go to die there. Disposing of the dying and keeping their corpses out of sight has become an intrinsic central task of every Western hospital.
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