Dying, Death, and Transcending: Toward Epistemic Reflexivity

(A Seminar in Thanatology)

Summer 2002
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By way of course description…

The etymology of thanatology, literally the study of death and dying, is traced to Thanatos, the mythological Greek god of death, whose twin, Hypnus, was the god of sleep. Thanatos was a stunningly reposed youth. Artists would often render Thanatos leaning against a tree, suggesting a rather laidback and easygoing personality.  It seems ironic that a youthful personality like Thanatos would stand as the embodiment of death –a natural life process imbued with anxiety and fear, and often associated with the aged. 

Our seminar on thanatology sheds light on the very contradictions that Thanatos exemplifies. This seminar concerns the construction and critical deconstruction of the death anxiety: An ultra-modern ritual of resistance –a coping ritual- that seeks to shelter us in our protective cocoons from confronting death in reflexive and epistemic ways.  Yet, we will die!  This is a fact imbued with ontological, existential, and sociological certainties. Why, then, do we spend our lives trying to escape (deny?) this reality? Our seminar tries to answer this very quandary. 

This course joins phenomenological and social psychoanalytic critiques of the meaning of dying, death, and transcending with our own reflexive and (dis)autobiographical struggles with, and repression of, the death anxiety. The axial question relates to the ways an epistemic-reflexive approach, using phenomenological and social psychoanalytic reductions, might assist us in understanding the meaning of our own death. How, in other words, do we interpret and confront the meaning of death in our lives, and how might an understanding of the certainty of death affect the ways we presently encounter and ritualistically re/inscribe the meanings of life and living?  BE FOREWARNED: These questions, and the answers they educe, might alter our sense of ontological security.
By way of course requirements…

1. This is an advanced seminar. The thanatological interlocutions will be multifaceted because the readings themselves are difficult.  All participants enrolled for credit should be prepared to set aside at least 5 to 7 per hours per week for the readings.  This is the only way to ensure critical and reflexive engagements of the readings, and the only assurance that my time will not be wasted.

2. All participants enrolled for credits must attend our weekly sessions, tentatively scheduled for Friday afternoons at 12:30 (with an alternative day and time to be announced).  These sessions will consist of our informed reactions to the readings for the week. In addition to consistent attendance and informed participation, your final grade includes the completion of a short thanatological term paper (10-15 pages) of your own choosing on a sub-topic within the field. However, this paper must make explicit and extensive use of some of the course’s theoretical and conceptual themes.
Themes and Readings… 

Week 1

What is Death? (The ontological, existential, and biomedical meanings)
“Sleep till death

healeth

come ease

this life disease.”
Samuel Beckett, “Sleep Till Death.” Collected Poems. NY: John Calder Publisher, 1999.

1.   Albert Camus, “The Wrong Side and the Right Side.” From Lyrical and Critical 

Essays. NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 1968.

2.  Robert Kastenbaum, “Reconstructing Death in Postmodern Society.” Omega, 

Vol. 27, No. 1: 75-89, 1993.

3.  Robert Kastenbaum, “What is Death? What does Death Mean?” In Death, 

Society, and Human Experience. Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2001.

Week 2

Confronting Death Anxiety

“All go unto one place; all are of the dust,

and all turn to dust again.” -Ecclesiastes

1.  Earnest Becker, “The Terror of Death.” From The Denial of Death. NY: The Free 

Press, 1973.

2.  Phyllis Palgi, “Reflections on Some Creative Modes of Confrontation with the 

Phenomenon of Death.” International Journal of Psychiatry, Vol. 29, No. 1: 1983.

3.  Victor Marshall, “Socialization for Impending Death in a Retirement Village.” 

American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 80, No. 5 (March): 1975.

Week 3

Resisting Death (social and corporeal forms)

“Live and clean

forget from day to day,

mop life up as fast as it dribbles away.”

Samuel Beckett, “Live and Clean Forget.” Collected Poems. NY: John Calder Publisher, 1999.
1.  Lyren Chiu, “Transcending Breast Cancer, Transcending Death: A Taiwanese 

Population.” Nursing Science Quarterly, Vol. 13, No. 1 (January): 2000.

2.  Sherwin B. Nuland, “A Story of AIDS.” In How We Die: Reflections on Life’s 

Final Chapter. NY: Vintage, 1993.

3.  Kent Sandstrom, “Preserving the Vital Self in the Face of AIDS.” Sociological 

Inquiry, Vol. 68, No. 3, 1998.

4.  Kent Zussman, “The Patient in the Intensive Care Unit.” From Intensive Care: 

Medical Care and the Medical Profession. The University of Chicago Press.

Week 4

Transcending Death (The Quest for Symbolic Immortality)

“For the living know that they shall die: but the dead know not anything,

neither have they any more a reward; for the memory of them is forgotten.” -Ecclesiastes

1.  David R. Unruh, “Death and Personal History: Strategies of Identity 

Preservation.” Social Problems, Vol. 30, No. 3 (February): 1983.

2.  Robert Jay Lifton, “On Death and The Continuity of Life: A “New” 

Paradigm.” History of Childhood Quarterly, Vol. 1, No. 4 (Spring): 1974.

3.  Edwin S. Shneidman, “The Postself.” From Deaths of Man. NY: Quadrangle, 

1973.

4.  Lee Garth Vigilant and John B. Williamson, “Symbolic Immortality and Social 

Theory: The Relevance of an Underutilized Concept.” The Handbook of Thanatology, CA: Sage, Forthcoming 2002.

Week 5

This is Your Death: A Summation

“Drugging his hunger through the sky

of my skull of sky and earth

stooping to the prone who must

soon take up their life and walk

mocked by a tissue that may not serve

till hunger earth and sky be offal.”

 Samuel Beckett, “Echo’s Bones: The Vulture.” Collected Poems. NY: John Calder Publisher, 1999.
1.  Jean-Paul Sartre, “My Death.” From Being and Nothingness. NY: Washington Square 

Press, 1956.

2.  Albert Camus, “The Myth of Sisyphus.” In The Myth of Sisyphus. NY: Vintage Books, 

1955.

3.  Jessica Mitford, “The American Way of Death.” In John B. Williamson and Edwin S. 

Shneidman’s Death: Current Perspective. CA: Mayfield, 1995.

Thought Leader:
Lee Garth Vigilant B.A., California State University at Bakersfield; A.M., Boston College; Ph.D., Boston College.

Electronic Mail:
Vigilant@mnstate.edu
Website:
web.mnstate.edu/vigilant
Telephones:
218/236-2034 (Office)


218/790-5561 (Cellular)

Office Hours (Summer):
By appointment only 

