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Introduction 
 

“Are you saying death adapts?  It eludes our attempts to 
 reason with it?” Don DeLillo1   

  
 

Whether death is inherently paradoxical or not, it harbours several seemingly 
irresolvable contradictions and is often the subject of great anxiety.  Its very 
announcement is marked by an absence, yet we seem at a loss to find an 
alternative mark of relativism that is more deserving or more gratifying.  
Perhaps this is the rare quality of death which enables it to bring us together 
while at the same time reaffirming our necessary separateness.  Death is an 
intimacy that reveals a distance; the distance that separates us from one 
another and perhaps even from our own selves.  Not surprisingly then, the 
treatment of death - if there can be such a thing - has historically been inter-
disciplinary and international.  It is in this tradition that the contributors to 
this volume were drawn, by death and by life, to the 5th instalment in the 
Making Sense of Dying and Death conference series.  Spanning across three 
days in July of 2007, the conference was held at Mansfield College, Oxford, 
and brought together presenters and attendees from various backgrounds: 
philosophers, historians, literary scholars, healthcare professionals, 
psychologists, sociologists, and artists.  The goal was to examine the links 
between the living and the dead from these various perspectives.  It was 
hoped that the diverse quality of the discussion generated would shed new 
light on the oft-avoided subjects that surround the processes of dying and 
death.        
 One such process, end of life care giving, was addressed by Cara 
Bailey and Kate Coleman-Brueckheimer in their respective papers.  The 
former explored end of life care in the Emergency Department from the 
perspectives of both the dying and hospital staff.  Bailey asserted that “more 
people than ever before are spending the end of their life in the acute hospital 
setting.” She then considered the implications of this phenomenon and the 
recent initiatives designed to address it.  The difficult responsibilities of staff 
treating the dying and the bereaved were shown to be case-specific and often 
unpredictable.  For example, as Coleman-Bruekheimer outlined, religious 
affiliation and/or religiosity affects preferences for end of life treatments – 
especially those classifiable as “life-sustaining interventions.”  Offering an 
extensive review of previous studies, Coleman-Bruekheimer revealed how 
the already difficult decision-making process at the end of life is often made 
more strenuous by religious considerations.   
 More secular but no less influential concerns of the elderly were 
examined by Eileen Sutton and Joanna Coast.  They have devoted an ongoing 
study to identifying “the essential features of quality of dying” and 
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preferences for end of life care. One of the findings they shared was older 
people’s desire not to be a burden on their loved ones and care-givers during 
the end of their lives. This relates to the issue of perception - how others 
observe and perceive aging and death - which emerged as a recurring theme 
throughout the conference.  Joanne Garde-Hansen used the Channel 4 series 
Autopsy: Life and Death featuring the work of German anatomist Gunter von 
Hagen to consider mediated and culturally constructed perceptions of, 
specifically, the aged female body. Discussion then developed around the 
point of conflict where perception and construction encounter the physical.         
 The psychological encounters with death were likewise an issue of 
much deliberation.  Nikos Falagkas and Georgia Kalogeropoulou used entries 
from George Seferis’s private diaries to explore how the bereaved respond -
both emotionally and temporally - to the trauma of death. A similar 
psychoanalytical approach was employed by Liran Razinsky whose paper 
focused on the relationship between ambition and the notion of death as it 
appears in Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams. Taking a more 
philosophical approach, Rosella Pisconti referred to Wittgenstein - 
specifically his conception of death - to offer a rationale for volunteer war-
time enlistment.   

Combined, the papers of Falagkas and Kalogeropoulou, Razinsky, 
and Pisconti highlighted the differing notions of death that have informed 
critical theory over time. In comparison, the changes in popular attitudes 
toward death since the late medieval period were the subject of papers by 
Mark Wehrly, Michael P. Parker and Ciara-Marie Shevlin. Wehrly focused 
on British and Irish journalism to reveal an increased public appetite for 
sensational and even violent news during the twentieth century. This 
infatuation with death-spectacle contrasts with an increased sacralisation of 
remains, the physical truth of death, as observed by Parker.  Exhumation, 
Parker argues, has changed through history - from a rare occurrence that was 
essentially inconsequential, to one of increasing controversy and 
politicization as urban areas are re-developed. Ciara-Marie Shevlin, by 
contrast, looks back to late medieval England and the mysterious 
death/murder of Richard II to analyse the historiography of articulations of 
grief. Shevlin argues that the death of a monarch can instigate “significant 
social action” (the most notorious recent example being Princess Diana), 
particularly when conspiracy theories are involved.  

In addition to the public treatment of dying and death, the personal 
experience of loss was given much attention. From the compiling of 
“traditional” Greek narratives of lament to the rise of theme-based funerals in 
America, Korina Giaxoglou and Terri Toles Patkin respectively explored the 
processes of monumentalisation and commodified remembrance. One of the 
concerns raised was the implications of such performative ritualisation. It 
was suggested that the dynamic quality of lament and bereavement may in 
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fact be jeopardized by this process.  However, as Laura Lewis revealed, there 
are cases when a physical object can aid in the mourning process.  
Specifically, her qualitative study of women in mid-life who had 
unexpectedly lost their mothers revealed that certain objects can contribute to 
a dynamic and even creative mourning process.  

Changing attitudes toward death and differing preferences for end of 
life care were very much integral to the discussion of suffering, suicide, and 
euthanasia. The ethical dimension of this issue was addressed by Lloyd 
Steffen who linked today’s rare instances of authorized euthanasia to the 
“just war” tradition. Through this connection, Steffen accessed what he 
argued was a “practical mode of ethical reasoning” that avoids “the problems 
associated with Kantian absolutism and utilitarian relativity regarding 
principles.” Approaching the issue from an entirely different perspective, 
Gavin Fairbairn focused on the language used when people choose to end 
their life.  Ultimately, he argued against the use of the term “assisted suicide” 
as it does not clearly indicate (or reflect) the conditions under which a person 
has chosen to die. The importance of the circumstances surrounding suicide 
was also emphasized by Petra Benske - her examination of Hellenistic 
philosophy and Stoicism led her to conclude that in certain contexts suicide 
becomes a genuinely altruistic and even political gesture. Again, her paper 
exemplified that attitudes toward suicide have been inconstant over time.  
This was further evidenced by T. Chandler Haliburton, whose paper focused 
specifically on the modernist era and argued that the changing treatment of 
suicide during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was reflected 
in the works of art produced during that period.   
 This link between death and the arts was another subject that 
received much attention over the course of the three day conference. Lori van 
Meter’s paper on the Burning Man project explored the creation - and 
destruction - of art as a means of memorialising the deceased and expressing 
grief. The papers of Helen Ennis and Randall van Schepen focused on the 
medium of photography and how it juxtaposes the living viewer (or artist) 
and the dying or dead subject. They emphasized how the ability of art to 
capture an experience is especially paradoxical when the experience it 
preserves is that of death itself.  In this same way, the narrative of mourning 
becomes at once an embalming and creative process. As Francisc Szekely 
argued, the mourner creates “the illusion of a happy-ending to a narrative 
which is necessarily sad.” It was novelist Evelyn Waugh’s awareness of this 
narrative approach to death that Elisa Morera de la Vall highlighted in her 
study of The Loved One. However, in Love Among the Ruins, de la Vall 
argued, Waugh depicts a dystopian society that has lost all hope and therefore 
does not avoid or beautify death, but rather devalues and embraces it. In 
contrast with Waugh’s dystopian vision of death and its nullifying impact 
upon hope, Caroline Edwards asserted that the “final negativity” of death can 
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be overcome at a narrative level through Utopian modes of storytelling. She 
argued that the contemporary “denial of death” is countered in novels that 
neutralise death’s threatening potential to overturn social and symbolic order, 
refiguring the dead body as the site of mediations between nature and culture 
that transcend the temporal finality of death. This, in turn, was partly 
contrasted by the analysis of Kapampangan poet Jose Gallardo’s poem “Life 
without a Trace” offered by Julieta C. Mallari. Mallari observed a shift in the 
poet’s worldview as he neared death that she argued was “suggestive of the 
writer’s marginalized status relative to his art.” Paradoxically, the finality of 
death consumed Gallardo’s artistic impulse while the produced art 
transcended both that finality and the fatal predicament of the artist himself.  
Again, an altruistic (separate from self or selves) dimension of death 
emerged regardless of the artist’s (in this case, the dyer’s) intentions. As 
such, this returns the experience of death to the communal realm - at least 
after the fact. This was the focus of Christian Riegel’s examination of the 
work of Canadian poet Eli Mandel. Through the textualization of private 
grief, Riegel suggested, the mourning process becomes a public, communal 
one.   
 The conference ended with a consideration of mass media, 
specifically cinema. Ananya Ghoshal set the tone for discussion, examining 
the darker suggestions of film director, Ingmar Bergman, whose work seems 
to beg the ultimate question, “why live at all?” Jan Holmberg developed this 
line of inquiry, citing of the first ever movie review: “when these 
contrivances [meaning the cinématographe] are in the hands of the public, 
then death will no longer be absolute, final.” Referring to instances when 
characters on screen assert that they are “dead,” Holmberg linked the 
indeterminable temporality of cinema to the Heideggerian determination of 
the human condition as that of a “being-to-death.” At the same time, the 
actively reproductive quality of the filmic medium lends itself to a 
consideration of human cloning as a means of denying death. Finally, 
Rudolph Glitz considered the philosophical (and science-fictional) 
implications of the assumed feasibility of human cloning as they inform the 
construction of cinematic death-defying and death-indifferent villains.  
 It was these unanswered and unanswerable questions surrounding 
dying and death that the attendees were left with as the discussion drew to a 
close.  Still, while some of these inquiries are as old as death itself, the 5th 
instalment in the Making Sense of Dying and Death conference series 
succeeded in introducing new questions to the highly interdisciplinary field 
of dying and death.  Once more, death had brought us together only to keep 
us apart. Yet though it must be that each separates in the pursuance of death, 
we shall no doubt return again in this communal inquiry and celebration.  
Why? Simply because as humans we demand of death what we demand of 
everything else: that it be reasonable.  
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T. Chandler Haliburton and Caroline Edwards. 

 
  

Notes
 
1D. DeLillo, White Noise: Text and Criticism, ed. M. Osteen, Penguin Books, 
New York, 1998, p. 308. 
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When End of Life Becomes an Emergency: Dealing with 
Death and Dying in the Emergency Department 

 
Cara Bailey, RGN, MN. 

 
 
Abstract  
The Emergency Department (ED) is witness to many different kinds of death.  
Living in an age of advanced technology, it is sometimes possible to “save 
life” that may be deemed unworthy of life at costs which are far greater than 
just financial.  The NHS End of Life Care Programme aims to improve end 
of life care and provide training for staff.  Existing strategies are difficult to 
apply to the ED because of its unpredictable and complex nature.  They fail 
to acknowledge the needs of the bereaved and the needs of the staff dealing 
with death as “routine.” This lack of support along with the fear of litigation 
over end of life decision making is known to be a major source of 
occupational stress. 

The paper draws on preliminary findings from work in progress 
exploring end of life care in the ED from the perspectives of staff, patients 
and the bereaved.  It looks at the business of dealing with death in the 
emergency environment where technology has provided so many options, at 
a time when more people than ever before are spending the end of their life in 
the acute hospital setting.     
 
 
Keywords 
End of Life Care, Dying in Hospital, Sudden Death, Emergency Department, 
Bereavement, Staff Perceptions. 
 
 

A dying man needs to die, as a sleepy man needs to sleep, 
and there comes a time when it is wrong, as well as useless, 
to resist.1  

 
Given that the process of dying is comparable for all humans at a 

physiological level, it is remarkable and often heartrending that the 
experience can be so different on an individual basis.  Late modernity2 offers 
a range of scenarios in which death occurs which has changed from previous 
generations.  In England during the early 20th century, the home was the 
place of death where your last days were spent with your family at your 
bedside.  Over time attitudes towards death and dying have changed and 
despite the emergence and development of Palliative and Hospice Care, the 
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location of death has moved with a significant shift from the community to 
hospitals and care homes.3  

Modern society is characterised by an ageing population where more 
people than ever before are living longer.  Over the last 20 years the number 
of people aged 85 and over has nearly doubled.  It is estimated that the 
number of people aged 60 and over is projected to increase from 12 million 
in 2001 to 18.6 million in 2031.4 However, one only needs to walk onto a 
hospital ward to suggest that the extra years have not necessarily been lived 
in good health.  Today, over 66% of patients die in hospital.5 Within society, 
we are dying for longer with less social support but with higher expectations 
than ever before.6 Given the increasing life expectancy, and hence, the 
frequency of death among the old and very old, it is inevitable that many 
people will require institutional care in the last stages of their life.  

Despite patient concerns of burden,7 there is a widespread 
assumption of both policy makers and professionals that home is the 
preferred place of death for the majority.  Evidence suggests that preferences 
can and do change over time often in response to changing symptoms and the 
distress of patients or family caregivers.8  Older people living in nursing 
homes are frequently transferred to the ED for costly medical evaluations9 

questioning the appropriateness of transfer at the end of life10 even with the 
existence of an advanced directive.11  

Hospices make a valuable contribution to end of life care, but they 
currently provide for just 4% of the total number of deaths.12 Recent studies 
suggest that institutions such as hospitals and nursing homes, will remain the 
most likely place of death for majority of the Western population.13  More 
than one third of people dying within a hospital do so within the first few 
hours of being admitted to hospital14 with many of these deaths occurring 
within the ED.15  

There is an increasing suspicion that the majority who die in acute 
hospitals have a bad experience16 and despite the common occurrence of 
death across all healthcare settings, care at the end of life continues to be 
reported as poor.17  Qualitative research findings also suggest that bereaved 
relatives’ care needs are not always recognised or adequately addressed.18 
The additional complications associated with the emergency patient suggest 
that in ED these needs are more difficult for healthcare staff to address. 

The NHS End of Life Care Programme19 is part of an overall 
strategy to give people greater choice in their place of care and death.  It aims 
to reduce the number of emergency admissions to acute care for those who 
wish to die at home and reduce the number of patients transferred from care 
homes to acute care in the last week of their life.  Several documents have 
been released to help healthcare professionals provide good end of life care.  
Whilst evaluations of the programme show the positive impact of strategies 
like the Liverpool Care Pathway which aims to bring a hospice model of care 
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of dying into the acute hospital20 their use with the emergency context is more 
complex.  During my own observational research at a large ED, it was 
evident to see that there was a lack of recognition amongst staff of models 
like the Pathway for the Dying and whilst some staff knew they existed, 
patients were very rarely put on the pathway in the ED.  The factors involved 
in their reluctance to put emergency patients on the pathway included lack of 
information, constraints of time, recognition and acceptance of imminence 
leading to the further claim that such strategies are non-transferable to 
emergency care. 

Several staff were unaware of the pathway and those that knew 
about it were still reluctant to use it as they were unsure of how and what had 
to be done.  Those who did know about it, tended to be in a senior nursing 
position or attached to the specialist bereavement group in the department.   
Staff had not received any training on implementing the pathway and were 
not encouraged to use it.  Issues of time are important in relation to decision 
making in ED.  Staff are called upon to make rapid decisions often with 
relatively little knowledge, with the added pressure of the latest event being 
sudden and often unexpected.  Relatives of patients often have limited time to 
prepare for their loss and hence risk the possibility of an abnormal grief 
reaction.21 One observation illustrates this dilemma which is not an 
uncommon situation within the ED: 
 

Mary had been living in a nursing home following a series 
of strokes over the past two years.  She had been brought 
into the ED having been found on the floor by carers that 
morning.  On examination, her level of consciousness was 
lower than normal and she was having difficulty breathing.  
The ED doctor spoke to Mary’s family about her prognosis, 
telling them that in the event of her heart stopping it would 
be very unlikely she would recover and given this view it 
would be aggressive and undignified to attempt CPR if she 
did have an arrest.  The family were very reluctant to agree 
with the doctor and asked for everything at this stage to be 
done.  The doctor reiterated Mary’s poor prognosis and 
said that the medical decision not to resuscitate would 
overrule but she would like them to be involved as much as 
possible with the final decision.  The sister caring for Mary 
spoke to the rest of the emergency team about putting Mary 
on the care of the dying pathway, but given the families 
reluctance it was refuted.  Mary was cannulated, given 
intravenous fluids and intravenous antibiotics and 
transferred to the medical ward.  The DNR order was 
written and authorised.       
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Whilst Mary met the criteria to go on the pathway, family refusal meant she 
did not receive the most appropriate care. The late implementation of end-of-
life management plans and the lack of consistency which plans like the 
pathway for the dying avoids can lead to patients being inappropriately 
subjected to medical interventions and investigations up to their time of 
death.22  Despite, the DNR being written, Mary was still receiving active 
treatment and frequent investigation which is common.   The timing of end of 
life decisions is crucial to the co-ordination and delivery of care.  In Mary’s 
case, the lack of agreement led to inconsistencies and as Middlewood23 may 
argue a lack of co-ordination of therapeutic goals, a reliance on euphemism 
to indicate approaching death, and a lack of recognition of the role of 
palliative care clinicians in the acute hospital environment.  The early 
decisions that could have been made within the ED may have led to a more 
comfortable last few days of life for Mary and her family to come to terms 
with her death and say their goodbyes in their own time.  Several factors are 
exacerbated in Mary’s case given the sudden, unexpected crisis that had 
brought her into hospital.  As a result, the family were initially reluctant to 
accept their mothers imminent death, they lacked the time to consider the 
consequences of treatment and had expectations of the emergency team to do 
everything they could to save her life.  Whilst models of end of life and 
palliative care aim to “regard dying as a normal process”24 and provide space 
to address issues on an emotional and spiritual level, dilemmas are frequently 
created as in Mary’s case when end of life becomes an emergency.   

Whilst there is no exact definition of end of life care, it is usually 
referred to by healthcare professionals about the care of a person during the 
last part of their life, from the point at which it has become clear that the 
person is in a progressive state of decline.25 It is based on similar principles of 
palliative and supportive care facing the problems associated with life-
threatening illness through the prevention and relief of suffering by means of 
early identification and impeccable assessment and treatment of pain and 
other problems, physical, psychosocial and spiritual.26    

In contrast, the Emergency Department (ED) or Room (ER as it 
sometimes referred) is the section of a health care facility intended to provide 
rapid treatment for victims of sudden illness or trauma.  In the UK the 
hospital ED provides medical care for members of the public who are 
suddenly taken ill, or believe they are ill.  Emergency staff provide care to 
patients complaining about a wide spectrum of acute medical, surgical and 
psychological conditions.  The ED staff team is in a constant state of 
readiness for people who have an unexpected illness or injury, or who have a 
sudden change in a chronic condition.   

Whilst both specialities aim for control of pain and to alleviate 
further suffering or distress, the ED still carries the societal expectation of 
cure.27 In comparison to specialist palliative care units, the ED is not set up to 
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care for the dying, despite it being a place in the healthcare system that many 
patients are brought to in the last days or hours of their life. Systematic 
reviews show that hospital palliative care teams do improve the care of the 
dying28 and whilst the hospital has a well established palliative care team, the 
ED very rarely access their advice or services.  Cassel and Lyckholm29 

explored the relationship between palliative care services and ED and 
identified that a sizeable portion of palliative care appropriate patients can be 
identified upon arrival in the ED and by doing so there is a significant 
reduction in cost and intensive care unit misuse, while providing excellent 
symptom management.  The lack of clarity over definitions of palliative, 
supportive and end of life care in relation to the ED means that currently 
there is very little support offering interventions to address end of life care 
goals.30 Despite the presenting complaint, the ED aims for rapid stabilisation 
from which the patient can be transferred to other areas of the healthcare 
system, with this comes routine and this is notable even with patients who are 
at the end of their life. 

A common theme running through the observations in the ED is the 
noticeable routine that staff perform when a patient presents.  All patients 
requiring emergency or urgent assessment go to the resuscitation room.  All 
emergency and very urgent cases are seen by a team including at least one 
senior doctor, one junior doctor, one or two nurses, one EDA and the sister in 
charge of the unit.  Life support algorithms are in place to ensure rapid and 
accurate assessment and treatment often with limited information that they 
have available at the time.  One consultant told me that: 
 

Often resuscitations are made very difficult for the staff 
because of the lack of information we have.  It is just 
collecting little bits of noise, some information from the 
ambulance crew some from the police, just bits of noise 
that we have to use to make the picture and sense of what 
has happened. 

 
In my observations, resuscitation becomes a conveyor belt of routine and 
protocol.  Consequently, end of life decision making has to break this 
conveyor belt at some point.  The point at which this is recognised and 
voiced is fundamental to both the dignity for the patient, the impact upon the 
bereaved and the administration of care from the emergency team to the 
dying patient, the relatives and the rest of the patients in the department.  One 
incident illustrates this significantly: 
 

A patient was brought into the ED who had collapsed and 
had been down for forty minutes prior to the ambulance 
arriving. The patient was brought into the ED in cardiac 
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arrest with full resuscitation underway.  The patient had 
been defibrillated three times and given three cycles of 
adrenaline.  The Doctor in charge of the resuscitation 
continued to ask for further drugs and further cycles of 
CPR.  Out loud he said this patient’s brain is dead but 
continued to actively resuscitate. After an hour of CPR in 
the ED, he said this patient’s heart is dead, his brain is 
dead, does everyone agree?  The resuscitation was stopped 
and the patient was pronounced dead.   

 
Following the resuscitation I spoke to two nurses who had been involved in 
the resuscitation.  Both were surprised the resuscitation had lasted so long, 
and told me that “there was no way this man could have come round with any 
quality of life”.  Another doctor told me that despite the Dr in charge being 
“excellent clinically and doing everything by the book during this 
resuscitation” he would not have gone on as long as that. 

The cerebral cortex (the part of the brain that controls personality 
and the capacity to experience) is redundant after being starved of oxygen for 
four to six minutes.  This man’s brain had not received oxygen for forty 
minutes before resuscitation was commenced.   The ambulance crew had 
correctly followed advanced life support algorithm and through the use of 
advanced technology, the emergency team were able to change his heart 
rhythm to one compatible with life.   During my observations, it became 
apparent to me and to several members of the resuscitation team that this man 
was unlikely to recover.  In the slight chance that he would recover from the 
resuscitation he would be in a persistent vegetative state, his personality and 
capacity to be who he was had been lost.  Yet the resuscitation continued 
utilising all the possible technology to attempt to save his life.  

Major shifts in patterns of disease and treatment have affected the 
way in which practitioners are now exposed to the dying process.31 Whilst an 
ageing society brings with it a broad spectrum of chronic diseases, advances 
in knowledge and technology mean that we are saving life that once could 
not be saved.  The ED is the first point of call during a medical emergency 
and it is full of modern machines; defibrillators, artificial ventilation 
equipment, rapid infusion sets and more recently the mechanical chest 
compression system.  There is an expectation upon emergency staff that have 
access and knowledge of such machines that systemically the body can be 
stabilised and hence life can be prolonged.  But at some stage we have to 
question why and what for?   

Dealing with death and caring for the dying and the bereaved on a 
regular basis is likely to present both professional and personal challenges.32 
Over time, it is known to be a source of occupational stress.33  Comparative 
studies have shown that hospice staff have lower levels of death anxiety in 
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contrast to hospital nurses who are known to exhibit high levels of death 
anxiety and a reluctance to spend time with dying patients and the bereaved.34 
Emergency staff are most likely to be exposed to sudden, unexpected and 
traumatic deaths which in addition to other stressors such as risks of violence, 
the unpredictable nature and overcrowding contribute to the stressful 
environment of working in the ED.  As Timmermans35 states, resuscitative 
efforts are emergencies for relatives and patients and routines for medical 
professionals. The difficulties, dangers and draining nature of the emotional 
work associated with death upon staff are “implicit although submerged 
beneath the business of body work and practicalities of getting the job 
done”.36  

Burnout among nurses and physicians working in emergency 
departments has only been brought to the attention of researchers recently.  
Timmermans37 found that ED clinicians coped with stress by distancing 
themselves emotionally from the dying patient during resuscitation attempts.  
Drawing on my own observations it is possible to see behaviours related to 
withdrawal and avoidance in relation to caring for the dying and their 
relatives.  Once a resuscitation has been called (stopped and death declared), 
the majority of the resuscitation team move away from the patient leaving 
maybe one or two nurses to carry out last offices.  It is at this point that the 
priority of care moves to the bereaved relatives.  Whilst some may argue that 
bereavement care should be established well before the death of a patient, 
this is not possible in the ED where deaths many deaths are unexpected and 
those that are expected are often due to a sudden change or rapid 
deterioration.  For many this will be the first contact with relatives at a point 
where staff are informing them of their loved ones death. There is rarely any 
subsequent support of the type recommended by the hospice movement yet, 
the impact of a sudden death on relatives is often more pronounced than that 
of a death after a prolonged illness.38 It is evident to see that some staff 
members find the care of bereaved relatives a rewarding part of their job yet 
others avoid it at all costs asking other members of staff to talk to relatives 
and offer bereavement advice.  One staff nurse told me that despite having 
worked in the ED for several years she had never had to tell relatives that 
their loved one had died and always got her senior to do it.  She explained to 
me: 
 

The problem is I have never had to do it, I always do this 
(referring to the patient) and get the Sister in charge to go 
(to the relatives room).  It would be different if I had just 
started I could say to someone but not now.  It’s never a 
good time for it to be the first time, it would be like I was 
practicing and that’s not fair when they have just lost their 
mother or father.  
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This staff nurse lacked the confidence to address her issues with talking to 
bereaved families and felt as if she could not ask for help from her colleagues 
given her experience and time in the department, instead she avoided the 
situation of getting involved.   

Some staff members talked about their involvement with the 
bereaved family as a “rewarding part of work” and others referred to it being 
a fundamental part in their ability to cope with their own caregiver grief and 
move on to other patients: “Although it is hard I find it… not good that is not 
the right word … but I find it almost like closure on my part.”  

The way in which individual staff members treat the deceased is an 
important observation and an indication of how they cope with the exposure 
to death which enables them to move on and continue providing care to other 
patients in the department.  Within the ED in which the research is being 
conducted, the Emergency Department Assistants (EDA) are heavily 
involved in end of life care; assisting with last offices, transferring the 
deceased to the mortuary and often looking after the bereaved family in the 
ED and en route to the chapel.  One EDA told me that people deal with it 
differently but she still thinks of them as a patient:  
 

I don’t mind taking patients to the mortuary, they are still 
patients to me – not bodies, some people call them bodies 
but to me they are patients, I talk to them still when we are 
moving them and that.  But then, I know I have done my 
job and when you get back there are other people that you 
need you in the department, other patients that need you to 
be happy and smiling and you need to get on with that.     

 
She described it as “having to deal with it” in order to be able to do the job 
and provide care for the rest of the patients in need of it.  She compared it to 
working on a ward saying that “as a nurse on a general ward having lost a 
patient can’t take that home with them its similar for us, even if we have not 
known them and their family that long”.  Whilst the reactions are different for 
individual staff, their actions and behaviours are seeking a shared sense of 
closure that needs to occur in order to move on in their working and personal 
life. 

The behaviours are individual and something I refer to as “Comfort 
Traits”: the personal characteristics of the healthcare professional that 
enables them to approach death and dying as a normal process of life.  Within 
the ED, death is frequently premature and often traumatic yet these personal 
characteristics assist in their professional role enabling them to provide care 
to the dying; holistic care that comforts their suffering promotes their dignity 
and supports them and their family through the last days or hours of life.  
These traits enable the healthcare professional to recognise imminence 
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despite the emergency context and talk openly and honestly to the patient and 
their family about their end of life choices.  Such traits, enable the 
professional to provide support to the bereaved family in a culture where time 
is restricted and priorities allocate tasks.  Finally, these traits help them to 
acknowledge their own grief and deal with it in an appropriate manner to 
enable them move on to their next patient requiring their assessment, clinical 
knowledge and support.   

The paper has discussed some of the issues raised from conducting 
informed observation in a busy ED in a large teaching hospital.  This is the 
first part of a larger doctorate study exploring end of life care in the ED from 
the perspectives of emergency staff; patients with terminal and life 
threatening conditions, their families and the bereaved.  Emergency staff 
working in the ED care for the dying and bereaved as an everyday routine 
within their job and face death of all types and dying at various stages.  
Whilst the majority of society will die in hospital, the reports of end of life 
care are unsatisfactory.  A major obstacle to satisfactory end-of-life care is 
the mismatch between expectations and reality.39 Advances in medical 
technology and knowledge means that life can now be sustained and 
prolonged in cases which previously would have led to death.  The ED is 
viewed by society and portrayed in the media as a place where life saving 
work is conducted leading to a false sense of success of resuscitation 
procedures.  Whilst, the NHS end of life care programme aims to address 
inconsistencies previously raised about lack of education in pre and post 
registration programmes and support staff who care for the dying, the 
products from the programme released so far are inappropriate to the 
unpredictable nature of the ED and lack the acknowledgement of staff needs 
in relation to occupational stress and the risk of burnout. Whilst strategies 
like the Liverpool Care Pathway for the dying can be adapted and used with a 
positive effect on the wards, their use in the ED is restricted by lack of 
knowledge and training, timing and recognition of imminence.  The routine 
involved in resuscitations, makes end of life decision making more complex 
as clinicians concern themselves with fears of litigation and the impact that 
advanced technologies will sustain and prolong life but the “for what?” 
question has to be asked.   

Staff members working in emergency care face many work related 
pressures in addition to the stresses associated with caring for the dying and 
bereaved.  Without adequate support strategies in place, research shows that 
staff are at risk of burnout and withdrawal from practice. As the observations 
have highlighted, there is a certain individual that can talk openly to a dying 
patient about their wishes at the end of life and support a bereaved mother 
through the tragic death of her young son, and return to her other patients 
requiring her clinical skill, judgement and support. Whilst education 
strategies need a more thorough review in relation to consistency and 
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accuracy, this is far deeper than what people can be taught.  In the words of 
Kubler-Ross:  
 

Those who have the strength and the love to sit with a 
dying patient in the silence that goes beyond words will 
know that this moment is neither frightening nor painful, 
but a peaceful cessation of the functioning of the body.40  

 
The personal characteristics or “comfort traits” that enable that person to 
provide strength in a time of tragedy and great loss, also need to cope with 
their own grief after willingly giving themselves at times of intense intimacy.  
Certain characteristics or details of patients can remind them of their own 
immortality or that of their parents or the tragedy of losing a child or sibling 
opening old wounds or suggesting possible personal scenarios.41 Recent 
strategies to bring the hospice philosophy into acute care have lacked 
consideration for the additional pressures of the ED; the open door to the rest 
of the hospital where the majority of people will die.  Because of this, there is 
a need to broaden the focus beyond palliative care42 and at a macro level.  As 
the discussion has shown, there are some dilemmas when end of life becomes 
an emergency that can be handled effectively by the individual providing the 
care, yet the problems associated with this should be a global issue for public 
health and healthcare systems43 and I would argue further; an issue within 
mainstream education and even society to address the fact that death is 
inevitable and despite the temptation to save life at all costs; these costs are 
sometimes more than just financial. I close with the words of Stewart Alsop 
an American newspaper columnist and political analyst who suffered with 
leukaemia and lost his battle to Cancer in 1974: 
 

A dying man needs to die, as a sleepy man needs to sleep, 
and there comes a time when it is wrong, as well as useless,  
to resist.44  
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I wish to demonstrate these claims today through using Freud’s own 
book, The Interpretation of Dreams as a case study, where my aim is to 
uncover the hidden theme of death as a motive force in Freud’s own dreams, 
associations, and interpretations. I will show in fact that death is a pivotal 
theme in the book, while laying stress on how Freud’s general approach to 
death articulated above not only fails to stand up to external criticism, but 
also to the facts of his own mental life. 

The current paper is part of a larger research that criticizes 
psychoanalysis for its neglect of death through an analysis of its canonic 
texts. 

Freud’s major claim in The Interpretation of Dreams, is that dreams 
have meaning, and that this meaning is related to the expression of an 
unconscious wish. The book however, is also a kind of auto-biography, an 
internal journey through his own dreams and the associations and memories 
that explain them. 

 The most discussed and prevalent wish in the book is what I call the 
issue of ambition. It encompasses such issues as Freud’s wish to become a 
professor, and a whole cluster of related themes: anti-Semitism, jealousy, 
feelings of self-worth and of superiority, and even certain doubts or thoughts 
concerning the publication of The Interpretation of Dreams.3 In what follows 
I wish to show, through several examples, that the issue of death is closely, 
inseparably, intricate with that of ambition. My claim is that while the role of 
death in mental life is left unmentioned on the theoretical level of the book, 
death has a very strong influence on the ostensibly unrelated theme of 
ambition. 

Freud’s method is the discrete analysis of associations to every item 
in the description of the dream. He sees every word and reference as 
important, and I shall follow the same method here. 

 
1. The Man with the Beard 

A first hint at the intrinsic link between ambition and the passing of 
time is in a short dream of Freud which consists of not much more than an 
image:4 Freud’s friend R. is Freud’s uncle in the dream, and he has a very 
noticeable yellow beard. The real life trigger to the dream was a meeting with 
R., who had long been awaiting a professorship appointment. The 
appointment was impending, the friend suspected, due to anti-Semitic 
discrimination. Freud himself was only recently recommended as professor 
extraordinarius, but was warned not to get his hopes up, as chances were 
slim, for the same reasons. The dream, Freud interprets, was expressing his 
wish that in his own case, things may very well turn out differently than in 
the case of his friend.5 

But what about the yellow beard? The hair of Freud’s friend “had 
originally been extremely dark,” he tells us: 
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But, when black-haired people begin to turn grey, they pay 
for the splendour of their youth. Hair by hair, their black 
beards go through an unpleasing change of colour: first 
they turn to a reddish brown, then to a yellowish brown, 
and only then to a definite grey. My friend R.’s beard was 
at that time passing through this stage - and so, 
incidentally, was my own, as I had noticed with 
dissatisfaction.6  
 
It is hard to ignore the issue of the passage of time, so clear in this 

association, and that Freud does not discuss. One cannot be indifferent to the 
continuous delays, since one is growing old, grey, and might never achieve 
the appointment at all, or achieve it too late.   

 
2. Rome 

Let us move on to a very interesting series of dreams that revolve 
around Freud’s “longing to visit Rome.” Rome is portrayed, in Freud's 
discussion, as unattainable because dangerous. Freud tells us that while he 
longs to visit Rome, he must avoid staying there, due to “reasons of health.”78 
In one dream Freud sees Rome from a hill, “half-shrouded in mist,” and 
comments that “There was more in the content of this dream than I feel 
prepared to detail; but the theme of ‘the promised land seen from afar’ was 
obvious in it.”9 We have here an allusion to the possibility of dying before 
achieving one’s life mission. Moses, with whom Freud has always identified, 
sees the Promised Land from afar but dies in the wilderness. The question 
seems to be raised for Freud whether he will get to fulfill his wish, or die 
before it is carried out. 

What is it that Freud does not wish to tell? According to some 
commentators it had to do with his wife:10 Freud says that he was reminded 
of the city of Lübeck, which he at first saw shrouded in mist. This city was 
where Freud and his wife Martha went on their honeymoon.11 It is also a city 
where Martha had a phantasy of drowning.12 Therefore, these commentators 
suggest, Rome “half shrouded in mist” is a “metonymical substitute for 
‘Martha drowned in the sea at Lübeck’,” and the latent thought of the dream 
is “Martha might have died before I possessed her.”13 

A second place mentioned in the dream - the spa at Gleichenberg - is 
even more pertinent to our discussion. It was there that Freud visited the 
fiancé of Martha’s sister Minna, who was seriously ill. Realizing he is 
doomed, the fiancé asks Minna to break off the engagement, but she 
refuses.14  When Freud learns of this, he writes to Martha: “And you 
wouldn’t behave differently, wouldn’t leave me before I died, if it looked as 
though I were going to die. And I certainly wouldn’t give up what is most 
precious to me as long as I am alive.”15 So, while the hidden content of the 
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dreams seems to have a sexual meaning, this meaning is also closely linked 
to the issue of death and of fulfilling ones aspirations and desires before 
one’s life ends.  

The whole series is saturated with imagery of dying - trains, a 
stream of dark water with black cliffs on one side and meadows with white 
flowers on the other - an image related perhaps to that of the river Styx. 

The dark cliffs scenery reminds Freud of Karlsbad, and he is 
reminded of a Jewish joke: 

 
 An impecunious Jew had stowed himself away without a 
ticket in the fast train to Karlsbad. He was caught, and each 
time tickets were inspected he was taken out of the train 
and treated more and more severely. At one of the stations 
on his via dolorosa he met an acquaintance, who asked him 
where he was travelling to. ‘To Karlsbad,’ was his reply, ‘if 
my constitution can stand it’.16 
 
 The link between imperilment to one’s health and traveling to 

Rome, is here reinforced. Possibly, one will never make it to Rome, for one’s 
constitution might not stand it. It is a race between two movements - the 
ever-weakening constitution, and the closing in on one’s goal. 

Freud is reminded of Hannibal, his childhood hero, whose lifelong 
ambition, to enter Rome, had been frustrated.17 He also mentions Massena, 
whose goal too, the conquest of Lisbon, was not achieved.18 For both, as is 
the case for Moses, life ended before their goal had been reached and that is 
exactly what troubles Freud. He aspires to be like these larger-than-life 
characters, but is afraid that his constitution will not stand it. He fears he will 
see the Promised Land only from afar, that he will die before entering Rome, 
or, on a more mundane level, before publishing his book on the interpretation 
of dreams. It is only after the book is finished in 1901 that Freud is able to 
surmount his internal resistance and visit Rome.19 

 
3. The Dissection of the Pelvis 

I will skip a dream that deals obsessively with memorials, and 
brings together the value of ones work and the possibility of premature 
death,20 and move directly to Freud’s dream called “The dissection of the 
pelvis.” To recapitulate briefly: Freud is dissecting the lower part of his own 
body, and does so “without a trace of any gruesome feeling.” Then, “once 
more in possession of [his] legs,” he makes a journey […] with an Alpine 
guide who carries him. They reach a wooden house and a chasm to be 
crossed, where Freud sees two men lying. Freud awakes in a mental fright.21 

Here too, the themes of ambition and of death are inseparable. Freud 
easily observes the link between the dissection of his own body and his self-
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analysis, the task of analyzing his own psyche.22 Concerning death, I will just 
note briefly that the end of the dream evokes the image of the dead hero 
being carried by a woman or a goddess, and that Freud specifically says 
about the wooden house, that it was “no doubt, a coffin, that is to say, the 
grave.”23 Freud’s question in the dream, “how much longer will my legs 
carry me” means, according to this interpretation, “how much time do I have 
left before I die.” 

The issue of death and those of the success of his self-analysis and 
the future of his work, are not separate. The question “How much longer will 
my legs carry me” is a question about time needed and time left, to complete 
one’s work and for it to be recognized. And indeed, in a later comment on 
this dream Freud notes that the absence of a gruesome feeling in it (Grauen), 
a feeling that should have perhaps accompanied the dissection of the pelvis, 
was a fulfilment of a wish: This because Freud “should also have been very 
glad to miss growing grey – ‘Grauen’ […]. I was already growing quite grey, 
and the grey of my hair was another reminder that I must not delay any 
longer. And,” he continues, “the thought that I should have to leave it to my 
children to reach the goal of my difficult journey forced its way through to 
representation at the end of the dream.”24 Once again the issue of finishing 
one’s work, achieving a goal, is intimately connected to the fear of time, 
which flows relentlessly, and might undermine one’s work, or prevent it from 
being fully carried out. 

The day event that occasioned the dream, Freud tells us, was a 
conversation with a lady that asked Freud for something to read. He gave her 
Haggard’s She, and in response to her somewhat nagging question, “Have 
you nothing of your own?” he replies: “No, my own immortal works have not 
yet been written.”25 Thus it is the work, the self-analysis and the book, which 
is supposed to secure immortality. Freud’s association to the tired feeling of 
his legs and the question “How much longer will my legs carry me,” is the 
end of Haggard’s book where “…the guide, instead of finding immortality 
for herself and the others, perishes […],” and he states that “[a] fear of that 
kind was unmistakably active in the dream-thoughts.”26 Hence, while 
immortality may be achieved through work, one might fail, because while 
one is dallying or limping along, time is racing forward. Premature death is, 
however, not only a threat, but also an impetus to proceed: “I must not delay 
any longer.” 

 
4. Late in Life 

 Life’s temporal limitation is intricate with the theme of ambition in 
another dream where Freud asks his friend to watch over his children’s 
physical education “in case anything happens to [him].”27 The dream also 
identifies Freud himself with a certain Professor R. about whom Freud says 
that he “resembled me [Freud] in having followed an independent path 
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outside the academic world” and that he “had only achieved his well-merited 
title late in life.” “So once again I was wanting to be a professor!” Freud 
continues. “Indeed the words ‘late in life’ were themselves a wish fulfilment; 
for they implied that I should live long enough to see my boys through the 
age of puberty myself.”28 

Indeed, once again, Freud wish to achieve some glory through his 
work is bound up with the fundamental, harrowing, question of whether he 
will fulfill them before he dies. But to this adds another idea: being a 
professor, like professor R. actually signifies here living long enough. Being 
a professor “late in life” implies ipso facto that he had a long life. 

 
5. The Danger of Numbers  

In a letter to Jung of April 16, 1909, Freud discusses his (by now 
old) superstition that he will die at 61 or 62. The conviction, he says, first 
appeared in 1899, where two events occurred: He had finished The 
Interpretation of Dreams, and received a new phone number, 14362. He was 
then 43 years old. “Thus,” he says,  

  
it was plausible to suppose that the other figures [following 
the 43] signified the end of my life, hence 61 or 62. 
Suddenly method entered into my madness. The 
superstitious notion that I would die between the ages of 61 
and 62 proves to coincide with the conviction that with The 
Interpretation of Dreams I had completed my life work, 
that there was nothing more for me to do and that I might 
just as well lie down and die.29 
 
The completion of the tremendous effort put into his book is for 

Freud a reason to assume his life is about to end. On the one hand, his work 
completed, he could die in peace. He should no longer fear dying before it is 
finished. On the other hand, Freud does not accept so easily the superstitious 
belief in a predestined age of death. Instead, another unconscious thought 
might be at work: Earlier I had my work that kept me going, that gave me a 
future. I knew something was still lying ahead, it was a sort of an insurance 
for life. Now that my work is finished, what will keep me going? Freud must 
assume new projects lest he succumb to death. 

But there is yet another dynamics involved. We recall that The 
Interpretation of Dreams is supposed to secure symbolic immortality for 
Freud.30 And thus, dying in the wake of its completion is rendered somehow 
less dying for Freud, since on a certain level, he has already gained 
immortality.31  
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6.  Conclusions: Death and Ambition  
In conclusion, we have found that death and ambition are very much 

interrelated in The Interpretation of Dreams. We see in every reference to his 
professorial aspirations, in every consideration of his work’s future, and in 
every vacillation between doubt and reassurance about his work, the shadow 
of death, the stark reminder that life is finite. The time he has left to 
accomplish one’s aims is uncertain, and this fact enters every consideration, 
every expectation. We have seen here how these are not marginal, sporadic or 
isolated thoughts,  but pertinacious, tormenting concerns that comes into play 
upon every consideration of the future, the value of his work, and what mark 
he will leave on the world.  

Ambition is linked to death because it is related to planning of future 
time, and one’s projects are always limited, and because it involves the issue 
of self-worth in its deepest sense, on the background of finitude.32 We met 
several forms of this link in Freud’s book. We saw the motif of a race against 
time/death. We met the idea that ones deeds in this life may grant one a form 
of immortality. Alternatively, attaining the goal of ambition might also be 
dangerous because once one would have nothing more to aspire to, death 
would seem closer, and life finished. There seems to be a continuous back 
and forth movement regarding the question of the value of life. Death is an 
impetus to act, to live fully, and on the other hand always threatens to 
undermine that which is achieved. “If both of us are still granted a few more 
years for quiet work, we shall certainly leave behind something that can 
justify our existence,” Freud writes to Fliess, in April 1896, in a formulation 
that expresses how work can either vanquish death or be vanquished by it.33 

The exact psychic meaning of death might vary for different people, 
but it has in fact meaning, and this meaning comes into play with the rest of 
psychic life. In the above discussion we saw how it is a persistent 
motivational force in Freud’s dream book. Even if Freud could claim that 
only wishes are true instigators of dreams, and even if he could maintain his 
very dubious position that death is not represented in the unconscious, it 
would still seem that he should have recognized the way death interacts with 
other factors and colours them. Even if not represented, even as a non-entity 
from a psychic point of view, death colours and emphasizes other mental 
states, wishes, feelings, and thoughts. Even if not present, it is nonetheless 
present, as absence, and influences the rest of psychic life. Sometimes it is 
futile to look for death as a separate element in the picture. 

The current paper demonstrated, through the example of ambition, 
how death acts and influences psychic life in general. It showed how the 
question of direct representation is sometimes irrelevant, and how death can 
operate in the background of other wishes, thoughts and feelings. It would be 
mistaken to treat death, as does Freud, as a kind of mental island, which can 
or cannot, according to him be represented, and ignore its interesting 
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interplay with other issues. Freud’s arguments against the possible 
representation of death lose, from this perspective, much of their sting. 
 

Notes 
 

1 L. Razinsky, ‘A Psychoanalytic Struggle with the Concept of Death: A New 
Reading of Freud's ‘Thoughts for the Times on War and Death’’, 
Psychoanalytic Review, vol. 94 (3), 2007; 
L. Razinsky, ‘On the Strange Case of the Attitude of Psychoanalysis Towards 
Death’, Contemporary Psychoanalysis, vol. 43 (1), 2007. 
2 S. Freud, ‘Thoughts for the Times on War and Death’, in The Standard 
Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. J. 
Strachey, The Hogarth Press, London, vol. 14, 1915, p. 297; 
S. Freud, The Ego and the Id in S. E., vol. 19, 1923, pp. 57-9; 
S. Freud, Inhibitions Symptoms and Anxiety, in S. E., vol. 20, 1926, pp. 129-
30, 140. 
Even though clear formulations of these attitudes only appear later in Freud’s 
writings, they are active from the very beginning. Death, Freud seems to say, 
is not important for understanding the psyche. For example, he tells us in The 
Interpretation of Dreams that death has no value for the child, that it is 
equivalent to a long absence or trip, that the child does not fully grasp its 
meaning, and therefore is not influenced by it as we would think he would be. 
Fear of death, specifically, “has no meaning” for him. S. Freud, The 
Interpretation of Dreams, in S. E., vols. 4, 5, 1900, p. 254. The extension of 
this notion from the child to the adult, whose unconscious also fails to 
recognize death, is clear. 
3 All these aspects are subsumed under my use here of the term “ambition”. 
4 Freud, Interpretation of Dreams, p. 137. 
5 Ibid. pp. 137-45. 
6 Ibid. pp. 138-9. 
7 Ibid. pp. 193-4. 
A footnote to that sentence, added in 1909 says: “I discovered long since that 
it only needs a little courage to fulfill wishes which […] have been regarded 
as unattainable.”  
8 D. Anzieu, Freud’s Self-Analysis, The Hogarth press, London, 1986 [1975], 
p. 185, finds that Freud’s argument, that Rome, in his case, should be avoided 
for “reasons of health” has more than a grain of truth in it.  
9  Freud, Interpretation of Dreams, p. 194. 
10  Anzieu, p. 185, Jones, p. 146. 
11  Jones, p. 165. 
12 Anzieu, p. 185; Jones, p. 146. 
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13 Anzieu, p. 185. 
14 Ibid. 
15  Letter to Martha, June 23, 1885. E. Freud, (ed.), Letters of Sigmund Freud. 
(T. Stern and J. Stern, Tr.), Basic Books, New York, p. 155. 
16  Freud, Interpretation of Dreams, p. 195. 
17 Iibid. 
18  A. Grinstein, On Sigmund Freud’s Dreams, Wayne state university press, 
Detroit, 1968, pp. 82-9. 
19 Winckelmann, also mentioned in Freud’s association (in relation with 
Hannibal) is another one of those who paid for having wished to get to Rome 
or actually, for fulfilling that wish, for he was murdered after he had gotten 
there (Grinstein, p. 77). Here we have a different nuance. Not the fear that the 
goal of one’s life will not be attained since death will win the race, but rather, 
the fear that one will pay dearly for achieving ones goals. Life goes on as 
long as this goal lies unattained. By postponing the realization of one’s 
ambitious wishes, one, in a way, postpones death. 
20  I refer to “Non vixit” dream (Freud, Interpretation of Dreams, p. 421), 
where ambitious wishes are central, and which is obsessed with memorials. A 
memorial to The Austrian emperor, to Freud's ex-Boss, to another colleague, 
and a memorial that does not exist for another Friend, "whose whole life had 
been devoted to science", and whose premature death, Freud tells us, “had 
robbed him of a well-merited claim to a memorial. Accordingly,” he says “I 
gave him [a] memorial in my dream” (Freud, Interpretation of Dreams, p. 
423). We have then a series of memorials – for those who lived long enough 
to fulfill their role in the world, and for those who did not, but what seems to 
bother Freud more is his own memorial. In a famous letter to Fliess 
(12.6.1900), he asks, after visiting the house where he his most famous dream 
was dreamt: “Do you suppose that someday one will read on a marble tablet 
on this house – ‘Here, on July 24, 1895, the secret of the dream revealed 
itself to Dr. Sigm. Freud.’  So far there is little prospect of it.”  J M Masson,, 
ed., The Complete Letters of Sigmund Freud to Wilhelm Fliess, 1887-1904, 
Harvard university press, Cambridge, MA, 1985 p, 417. 
The dream seems to reflects a series of thoughts which revolves around the 
issues of achieving something in research, dying and achieving glory. Have I 
done enough? What will be left of me when I am dead? My work? A 
memorial? Nothing at all? Will someone dream about me as I dreamt about 
my friend? 
21 Freud, Interpretation of Dreams, pp. 452-3. 
22 Ibid., p. 454. 
23 Ibid. 
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24  Freud, Interpretation of Dreams, pp. 477-8. 
25 L. D. Nachman, ‘Our Mortal Dress: Sigmund Freud and the Theme of 
Death’, Psychoanalytic Review, vol. 68, 1981, pp. 547-560, links this citation 
to what he sees as Freud’s full acknowledgement of death as lurking behind 
all the time (p. 551). 
26 Freud, Interpretation of Dreams, p. 454. 
27 Ibid., p. 270. 
28 Ibid., p. 271. 
29 W. McGuire, The Freud/Jung Letters, Princeton University Press, 
Princeton NJ, 1974, p. 219 (letter 139) 
30  Freud, Interpretation of Dreams, p. 453. 
31 That is maybe the way to understand Freud’s frank remark, in his 
interleaved copy of the 1904 edition of The Psychopathology of Everyday 
Life that his preoccupation with dates of his death was related to a 
“suppressed ambition (immortality)” and was a displacement of the normal 
fear of death. S Freud, 1901, The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, in S. E., 
vol. 6, 1901, p. 260 n. 3. 
One more dream where the connection between ambition and life’s finitude 
can be seen is the “1851 and 1856” dream. This dream can be interpreted, as 
I show elsewhere, as referring to Freud’s own death, and this interpretation is 
reinforced by Freud’s mentioning of his own fearful obsession with the age 
of 51 as a possible age for his death. But Freud’s interpretation also turns on 
the theme of ambition and the will to succeed. The trigger for the dream is a 
comment Freud hears from Breuer, his colleague, who criticizes him for still 
treating the same patient for five years. Freud says that the dream-thought 
was a protest against the accusation that he “was not getting on faster” – with 
the patient of course, but then in other domains as well. The analytic 
treatment is then not getting fast enough, and when five years have passed 
suddenly arises the question, will it ever succeed. Freud is very aware of that, 
when he asks bitterly about his friend “Was he not aware that […] conditions 
of that kind are altogether incurable and last a life-time? What were four or 
five years in comparison with a whole life-time?” Freud, Interpretation of 
Dreams, p. 437.  
So Freud’s work is slow-going; it takes him too long to produce results and 
there is no real certainty that success is possible at all. This theme cannot be 
separated from the issue of Freud’s death since the source of Freud’s anxiety 
is the likelihood that of the two events towards which he is moving, success 
and death, the latter shall come first. 
Success means not only the success of the specific analysis, but of the 
psychoanalytic method in general, and of Freud as its creator. Freud tells us 
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through the dream-thought: “if only I had been the second generation, the son 
of a professor […] I should certainly have got on faster” (Freud, 
Interpretation of Dreams, p. 438, italics in the original). Being the second 
generation of a professor is of course wanting to become oneself a professor. 
Freud reassures himself that he still has time, but the associations quickly 
lead him to recall the significance of the age of 51 as a dangerous age. Not 
only does he know colleagues who died at that age (that is still before Freud 
informs the reader that according to Fliess’ theory, he himself is expected to 
die at 51), but also, among these colleagues is, as I cited before, “one who, 
after long delays, had been appointed to professorship only a few days before 
his death” (Freud, Interpretation of Dreams, p. 439). 
32 This second sense is the one stressed in E. Becker, The Denial of Death, 
The Free Press, New York, 1973. According to Becker’s perspective, man’s 
fundamental desire, in the face of finitude, is to stand out, to count more, 
which he terms heroism. 
33 Letter from 2.4.1896, Masson, p. 180. 
Note that existence must be justified for Freud, a belief that is itself related to 
an attitude to death. 
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To Join the Army as a Volunteer During a War: 
Wittgenstein and the Conception of Death 

 
Rossella Pisconti 

 
 
Abstract 
In this note some motivations are discussed which cause people to join the 
army as volunteer during a war. Such a choice would, indeed, deliberately 
expose oneself to an extremely dangerous situation, since the probability of 
dying becomes very high. This issue has been investigated with reference to 
the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgentein’s personal experience, since he 
willingly served the army during the World War I, and was used to write 
down on a diary his thoughts about the atrocities he was surrounded by.  

The well known conception of death in Wittgenstein’s philosophy 
dates back to that troubled period of his life, and points out that, even if 
science could answer to all its questions, issues of life and death would 
remain untouched. The repercussions are further investigated of those early 
reflections about the horrors of war on both his life and philosophy, as it 
emerges from Wittgenstein’s Tractatus logico-philosophicus, the only work 
which had been edited when the author was alive. 
 
 
Keywords 
Wittgenstein, Conception of Death. 
 
 
1. The Riddle of Death and the Problems of Science  

The summer the Tractatus was finished, the Austrian philosopher 
Wittgenstein was 29 years old, being born on April 26, 1889 in Vienna, to a 
wealthy Jewish family. In August 1914, shortly after the start of World War 
I, Wittgenstein joined the Austrian army as a volunteer, at the beginning as a 
private and later as an officer, until 1918, when he was taken captive in Italy 
and spent almost a year at a prison camp in Cassino. According to his sister 
Hermine, the reason leading her brother to join the army was not simply “the 
willingness to defend his country.”1 He also had the intense desire to pursue 
something difficult and do something different from a sheer intellectual 
work. The diaries he wrote during the years he was fighting in the war 
confirm in full this belief. In particular, what emerges from them, with 
striking evidence, is how Wittgenstein confided the fact that the experience 
of war would allow him to understand, beyond any deception and illusion, 
who - that is what kind of man - he really was. As a matter of fact, 
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Wittgenstein was expecting war to make him a better person.2 Therefore, in 
September 1914 he wrote down: “Now I have the chance to be a decent 
human being, for I'm standing eye to eye with death. May the spirit 
illuminate me.”3 
 Death becomes the ultimate test, an experience at the limit where the 
meaning of one’s own life and death eventually unveil. Wittgenstein, then, 
had gone to war as a volunteer to put his thoughts and his life under the light 
that the danger of death would have lit up on them. But the diaries also 
confirm how essential the work on logic kept being for Wittgenstein. Among 
the most recurring expressions in the notes written during those years spent at 
war, the reference to the logic-philosophic work is continuous and persistent: 
 

“I’m working”; “I worked a little, and more confidently”; 
“I have not worked”; “I’m working”; “I have hardly 
worked”; “I’m working again!”; “I’m working a lot. 
Despite the revolting environment!”; “In order to be good, 
keep working.”4 

 
It is exactly from this work - at least partly documented in the so called 
Notebooks 1914-1916, written between August 22, 1914 and January 10, 
1917 - that progressively emerged the Tractatus logico-philosophicus, which, 
as we already know, Wittgenstein ended in the summer of 1918, during a 
long leave, when war - and with the war also the Habsburg Empire in which 
Wittgenstein was born and had been educated - was almost over.  
 The Tractatus engaged Wittgenstein for at least seven years of 
intense work. Wittgenstein, in this book, thinks that philosophy has always 
analysed the questions addressed considering them as important and deep 
‘problems’. On the other hand, Wittgenstein does not intend to deny that 
philosophy should pose questions (“the problem of life,”5 “our problems of 
life”)6 that deserve, so to say, the appellation of important and deep. What he 
wants us to infer is the acknowledgement that “the deepest problems are in 
fact not problems at all”7 and that it is completely misleading to talk, for 
instance, about the problem of death as a problem, if that means that we are 
led to consider it in the same way as a scientific problem, that is one that 
could not be differentiated, by principle, from other scientific problems, 
which can be solved investigating the world, in order to establish how the 
latter is.  

According to Wittgenstein, then, it is nonsensical to make a 
distinction - as philosophers have always believed they could - between two 
radically different sets of problems or questions: unessential questions or 
problems (do spatial objects - for instance - consist of elementary parts?)8 and 
deeper and fundamental questions and problems, such as: “Is it possible to 
live in such that way life would stop being problematical?”9 All the problems 
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and all the questions, as well as every solution and answer, are in fact, of an 
equal value; and they are all separated by what is deep and essential. In fact, 
both questions and answers are, always and in any case, concerning “how 
things are” in the world;10 no description regarding “how things are” in the 
world, as accurate and thorough as it could be, will ever be able to answer the 
riddle about being in the world or not being in it. A book thoroughly 
describing the world would include ‘all the true propositions we need’. But 
all the facts described would be, so to say, of an equal value, and, likewise, 
all the propositions. “There are no propositions which, in any absolute sense, 
are sublime or important.”11 The problem of our eternal survival, of our 
timelessness, for instance, is a problem that, despite the appearances, is just 
as different, as it is deeper and more essential than the question, for instance, 
concerning tomorrow’s weather conditions. In fact, assuming it would be 
solved together with other queries related to science, the questions 
concerning our existence and our death would not be solved. “Is some riddle 
solved by my surviving forever? Is not this eternal life itself as much of a 
riddle as our present life?”12 

The above applies to every answer given to a scientific problem, as 
complex and impervious the path leading to it may have been; and applies 
even in the case when all possible scientific questions have been answered. In 
fact, as Wittgenstein remarks, even in this case, “the problems of life remain 
completely untouched.”13 Therefore, Wittgenstein concludes that “there are 
then no questions left”;14 and this is the actual ‘discovery’, that no scientific 
answer touches our life in depth and decides of its sense. Where we can pose 
questions and frame problems - as Wittgenstein stresses in the proposition 6.5 
- there we can find solutions and answers: “If a question can be framed at all, 
it is also possible to answer it,”15 even if, to be able to find it, a hard work and 
a good deal of talent can be required; and wherever there are no possible 
answers, there are not questions to be posed either: “When the answer cannot 
be put into words, neither can the question be put into words.”16 Therefore, 
according to Wittgenstein the riddle is a sort of question whose answer is just 
ignored. Death, my death, is something I cannot experience. Based on such a 
conception of death, Wittgenstein takes comfort while at the front, repeating, 
during the most fearful moments, some verses written by Goethe: “Nothing 
can ever be destroyed, annihilated!”17 The questions on death vanish because 
according to Wittgenstein: “death is not an event in life. We do not live to 
experience death.”18 In no case when you are alive you can be dead at the 
same time. But the fear that most people have to die derives from the image 
that in the very moment they are dying they will be alive. But of course, this 
has no meaning at all. According to Wittgenstein, our death is something we 
cannot logically experience, because death is something that simply cannot 
happen while we are alive. The solution of the riddle of death lies outside 
space and time.19 If we use the word “riddle” to address a question that 
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cannot have an answer, we can then deduce, as in fact the Tractatus does, 
that “the riddle does not exist.”20 In the domain of science, in fact, it is 
inappropriate to talk about riddles. Science deals with problems and not with 
riddles; questions we have not been able to answer so far; solutions that we 
have not found yet or not even sensed, but that, by principle, we might finally 
find. Outside science there are no riddles, because there are no questions, but 
only nonsensicalities engendered by the attempt to frame questions where 
questions cannot be framed. 

Wittgenstein thinks that the term “problem” is used in a misleading 
way also in the books dealing with ethics if referring to issues that have 
moral implications, as in the case of the discussion on the event of death.21 

This way, he considers those cases first when a concern about a specific 
problem should not necessarily lead to the solution of the problem itself. If 
the problem is meant as such, what we refer to as moral problems, according 
to Wittgenstein, are nothing more than philosophical problems or, better, 
philosophical unclarities.22 We do not have a zone that we delimit and call 
ethics, but we have an ethical spirit that expresses itself in an attitude about 
the world and life, and can enter every thought or speech. Both in the 
Notebooks and in the Tractatus Wittgenstein distinguishes two types of 
attitudes - that one of the happy one and that one of the sad one - about the 
world as a whole.23 It seems that Wittgenstein does not want to relegate the 
term ethics to a precisely delimited sphere of the speech; it seems, instead, 
that he tied the notion of ethics to all that the world is or can be as a whole, to 
life itself.24 Analysing an example proposed by Rhees, Wittgenstein tries to 
answer the question: “in ethics, to what we can compare a problem and its 
solution?”25 The example taken into consideration suggests the situation 
where a scientist reaches the conclusion that he cannot live with his wife and 
at the same time devote himself to cancer research. He will have to give up 
either his wife, in the interest of all the human beings affected by this disease, 
or his research work in his wife’s interest. If the scientist in the example does 
not follow any sort of ethical code he will struggle at different times in order 
to arrive at considerations which are univocal between them. Whatever the 
subject’s decision may be, there will always be the probability that a third 
part can consider that choice, according to the application of different 
criteria, as “selfish or altruistic, meritorious or reprehensible.”26 Following 
this analysis, some people will be inclined to consider the condition 
examined in the example as a moral problem, even if the solution of the latter 
does not bring to the solution of the former, but rather to give up one of the 
two options that can be chosen. According to Wittgenstein: “here we can say 
there are all the elements for a tragedy, and we could only say ‘May God help 
us!’”27 

It seems that in this situation, there is nothing which can be 
suggested in order to overcome the problem. Morals inspire certain actions 
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and attribute a sense to the considerations expressed on the real and possible 
actions. Comparing different ethics equals comparing different forms of life 
and this leads to the consideration that there is not a fundamental, rational 
form of life. In philosophy two combined and symmetrical myths are 
represented by the model of foundation and the model of destruction, both 
characterised by the claim of purporting a radical explanation. For the 
founders, as Bouveresse calls them, it is crucial that what Wittgenstein refers 
to as “problems of life”28 (namely, the riddles of life and death, the ethical 
issues, etc.) are constructed on firm foundations, while, for those addressed 
by the term genealogist, death is the result of several factors. The analysis 
presented by the genealogists and the founders are divergent as the latter 
analyse every aspect within a preconstituted grid, while the former, although 
they do not provide any scientific explanation to the riddle of death, are more 
inclined to take into consideration several ways according to which it can be 
understood. It seems that, according to Wittgenstein, knowing what is the 
“correct answer” to the questions on the problem of death is a nonsensical 
matter:  “to think that the correct answer is given by a form of ethics instead 
of a different one only means that we are choosing to consider the case 
according to that very form of ethics.”29  

Stating that we have solved the doubts on the riddle of death equals 
saying that we are referring to a particular way of thinking (for instance to a 
certain type of religion) which we consider the most gratifying as compared 
to the others. We can be persuaded that a specific action is either good or 
bad, or the soul is immortal as well as we can be convinced of the result 
given by adding two plus two, but this does not imply that we should/could 
share our conviction with someone else as it happens in the case of a simple 
arithmetic operation. As remarked by Rhees,30 in the philosophical domain 
this kind of observations based on the problem of ethics are not trivial and, 
moreover, it is not possible to ignore them adducing as justification the term 
“relativism.” The moral discussion on an ethical problem concerning the 
subject of life or death does not imply demonstrating that people thinking 
differently about those issues are wrong, but:  
 

if Wittgenstein has something to tell us on this point, it is, 
seemingly, that it is absurd to imagine that when we are 
fighting against a certain ethical system we are doing 
something more, that is more rational, more scientific, etc., 
than fighting against a given ethical system.31 

 
2. Sins and the Fear of Death 

Wittgenstein considers death as the beam of light under which life 
itself, in its reality, is illuminated. In this regard, on May 4, 1916, 
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Wittgenstein wrote in his Notebooks that: “Perhaps nearness to death will 
bring light into my life.”32 

After his coming back from the front, Wittgenstein had remarkably 
changed.33 He had immediately given away his part of the considerable 
fortune his father had left. Wittgenstein’s personal experience and conception 
of death were affected in a particularly devastating way by his two brothers’ 
suicides. His brother Hans, a musical prodigy, disappeared from a boat in 
Chesapeake Bay, distraught over his father’s insistence that he pursue a 
career in industry. Rudi, his other brother, likewise rebelling against his 
father’s wishes, sought a life in theatre. He committed suicide by drinking 
cyanide in Berlin.34 Those two losses may have had traumatic psychological 
consequences on Wittgenstein. He had to give a meaning to his brothers’ 
choices as a way to eventually accept them; David Pinsent writes in his diary 
that Wittgenstein was continually thinking about suicide.35 Several times 
Russell feared Wittgenstein had killed himself on occasions when he failed to 
arrive as scheduled for their meetings.36 Among the others, Malcom also 
worries that Wittgenstein would take his own life in response to the loss of 
his capacity for philosophical reflection, especially considering that 
Wittgenstein once had asked him, “When a person has only one thing in the 
world - namely, a certain talent - what is he to do when he begins to lose that 
talent?”37 In his Notebooks Wittgenstein asks himself the question whether 
suicide should be considered as a sin, that is, if it is from an ethical 
standpoint, something bad. In this regard he writes:  “If suicide is allowed, 
then everything is allowed; if anything is not allowed, then suicide is not 
allowed.”38 

In order to condemn suicide, the question concerning the value of 
life in itself, should have been resolved in a positive way, and Wittgenstein 
considers this question as completely meaningless. There are some good 
lives, so to say, happy, but life in itself is neither good nor bad. Therefore, 
Wittgenstein approaches the following conclusion: “Or is even suicide in 
itself neither good nor evil.”39 

Perhaps Wittgenstein found in those speculations on suicide a reason 
to continue to live, as opposite to what his brothers had done before him. In a 
letter written on January 16, 1918 to his architect friend Paul Engelmann, met 
during a training for army officers, Wittgenstein describes the changes that 
occurred to his personality after the war:  
 

There is certainly a difference between the person I am 
now and that I was then, when we were at Olmütz. And this 
difference consists, as far as I know, in the fact that I am a 
little more decent. By this I mean that now my indecency 
(Unaständigkeit) is clearer to me than it used to be then.40  
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Wittgenstein, consequently, emphasizes that his deep moral 
transformation did not consist in the achievement of moral decency, but in 
the awareness of its indecency. This need had led Wittgenstein, at the 
beginning of the 1930s, to write a confession, to prepare himself for a new 
life.  

“To shed a light,”41 intended as the objective of philosophy and the 
philosophical work, becomes for Wittgenstein a personal moral need that, 
throughout his whole life is manifested in a particularly evident way when he 
felt the urge to confess two personal secrets to some of his acquaintances. 
Among them, there was Fania Pascal, a Russian language teacher who gave 
him and his friend Francis Skinner some private lessons, and who thereafter 
became his friend. Pascal herself recalls that once Wittgenstein during a visit 
told her that he had to confess two sins he felt guilty of. The former was that 
“most of his acquaintances, including his friends, thought he were three 
quarters Arian and one quarter Jewish. Indeed the ratio was inverted, and he 
did nothing to deny it.”42 

This guilty feeling lies in the fact that he had not flaunted his Jewish 
origins in front of the people he met, in a period following the Second World 
War, when such elements represented a dangerous discriminative factor. As 
to the latter sin, he recounted that, when he was young, in the years he had 
spent as a teacher in a primary school in a little village in Austria, he had 
beaten and hurt a little girl. When she reported the incident to the headmaster 
Wittgenstein denied the facts. In the first case he confessed, Wittgenstein was 
accountable for a sort of reticence, in the second case, instead, he confessed a 
sheer lie, thinking, probably, that both were serious sins  he had to repent of.  
It is interesting to remark that, thinking over what had happened, Pascal 
asked herself whether Wittgenstein had ever realised that all men keep guilty 
feelings. Wittgenstein, reader of the novels written by Dostoevskij, was 
utterly aware of that and, moreover, he problematizes about the duality 
implied by “being a human being.” Wittgenstein’s confession appears 
reducible partly to the refusal of the coexistence of human duality, on one 
side the integrity, purity and decency in which he recognised himself; on the 
other side, indecency, a part of himself he abjures, as the part inducing him to 
betray his origins, hiding them even from his friends, and to be cruel and 
hypocritical with his pupil, publicly denying he had ever beaten her. He, like 
Raskolnikov - the young protagonist of Crime and Punishment43- faced with 
the sins he had really committed vacillates in the grip of remorse.  

Dostoevskij’s famous novel has also the merit to approach, among 
several themes, thoroughly, the story of a confession, the one of a double 
murder committed by the protagonist. He justifies his gesture from a human 
point of view - in fact he thinks that once he has killed an old female usurer 
the money obtained could be given out to the poor - as well as morally, 
demonstrating to himself that he is a superior man, a “master” and not a 
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common “louse.” Petrovic, the investigating magistrate in charge of the 
murder investigation, especially in the last of the three interviews with 
Raskolnikov, leads the young man to understand that there is no way out 
from one’s own conscience and that only confession, and punishment in the 
end, will assuage his heart’s affliction. Wittgenstein is convinced that 
“Dostoevskij is right when he states that whoever is happy accomplishes the 
end of being”44 and as a consequence of that satisfaction men “do not need an 
end beyond life any more.”45 According to Wittgenstein decency allows men 
to be happy but, most of all, not even to “fear death.”46  

Pascal, on Wittgenstein as a man recalls: “his expression, innocent 
as it could be, had something severe and intransigent, towards the others but 
also towards himself.”47 The decision to confess the truth is a very hard task 
but, although it requires an extreme courage, it forges a man’s integrity and 
consistency, and by acknowledging his own limits, he is aware that this 
implies the risk to make a mistake. According to Wittgenstein then: “courage 
not cleverness, not even inspiration, is the grain of mustard growing into a 
great tree. To the extent there is courage there is a link with life and death.”48 

Thanks to the courage to unveil also one’s own human fragility, 
according to Wittgenstein “it could be possible to attribute a price to the 
thoughts. Some are very expensive, some others less.”49 Courage which lies 
in the awareness of the duality of human nature, enables self-recognition, and 
this cognition of one’s own sins constitutes the prelude to their correction, 
and not to acknowledging one’s own narrowness. In fact, according to 
Wittgenstein “a confession has to be part of your new life,”50 a life lived in 
the present.  

During his youth, Wittgenstein appears as being constantly under 
the tension of being truthful, eliminating imperfections and improving 
himself, a “target” he will never stop aiming at.51 This desire and 
commitment will lead him to face, most of all, the limits of human condition. 
At the age of 28, in a letter written during the war to his sister Hermine - 
fifteen years his senior - while he confided in her about his mood he notices 
that, despite everything was going well, things would have been better if he 
had been a better man, stating his willingness to commit himself to achieving 
this goal: “I hope I will become like that.”52  

In Wittgenstein’s conception of death this willingness to improve 
himself corresponds to that search for satisfaction that can be achieved only 
by living in harmony with the world because “fear in the face of death is the 
best sign of a false life, i.e., a bad life.”53  To better explain: our life has no 
end in just the way in which our visual field has no limits. Therefore we 
cannot depict death and consequently we cannot fear it, the fear of death is 
always something other than this kind of fear. We are afraid of death because 
we are aware we are going to die, because we have not found the sense of 
life, namely, because we are unhappy. More precisely: “the fear of death” is 
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nothing more than one of the names we use to address unhappiness. The only 
way to be ready in front of death is to be happy. That means there is no other 
way to get ready than - maybe - improving oneself from an ethical 
perspective, refining one’s own sensitivity. 
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“Coffin-Nails and Column Inches”: Perspectives on the 
Newsworthiness of Death in British and Irish Journalism 

Since the Turn of the Twentieth Century 
 

Mark Wehrly 
 
Abstract 
In the late nineteenth century, newspaper readers in Victorian Britain 
witnessed a revolutionary change in reporting characterised as a shift from 
the “old” to the “new journalism.” Newspapers imbued with this “new 
journalism” appealed to a more common, base appetite for sensational news, 
created by a new mass readership that grew in tandem with rising literacy 
levels and cheaper newspapers. Among the most significant events in the 
proliferation of “new journalism” were the Whitechapel Murders, which 
created the myth of “Jack the Ripper.”  

T.P. O’Connor and his Star newspaper thrived during the affair, 
with shocking and graphic descriptions of each of the killings keeping his 
readership hanging on every word. Journalism and death have had a close 
relationship ever since, with O’Connor’s coverage becoming in many ways 
the template for a modern crime-reporter’s methodology. Today, Ireland’s 
most noted crime reporter, Paul Williams of the Sunday World, employs a 
similar approach to that of O’Connor to relate the details of the country’s 
sordid underworld. This paper will provide, briefly, a historical overview of 
the relationship between death and journalism in this respect, examining the 
allure of sensationalism in the coverage of murder. 
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The turn of the twentieth century saw what many historians and 
commentators regard as the birth of modern journalism as we know it today. 
From the mid-nineteenth century, the factors of production within the 
newspaper industry became more available, the abolition of the tax on 
newspaper stamps made newspapers cheaper to consume, and rapidly 
increasing literacy levels ensured newspapers would be more widely read 
than ever before.1 In order to cater for this new accessibility of the newspaper 
there was an incumbency upon the journalist to make his copy more readable, 
more encapsulating and more in line with the prejudices of the reading 
proletariat. The end result was the birth of a more popular journalism, with its 
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endeavours to catch as many eyes as possible by providing the most 
interesting, sensational, even shocking headlines and stories. The resultant 
departure to what became known as the ‘tabloid’ style of reportage at the turn 
of the twentieth century was in marked contrast with the journalism that had 
gone before. This was categorised by commentators at the time as a shift 
between the “old” and the “new journalism.” The remit of the “new 
journalism” was diverse, but in defining its principle characteristics it acted 
as a contradiction of everything the “old journalism” was. “New journalism” 
denoted a plain style of writing that promised universal understanding; “old 
journalism” was noted for literary austerity. “New journalism” was lively, 
sensational and did not rely on the doings of parliament as the sole realm of 
newsworthy content - it embraced sport, entertainment and human interest 
stories, as well as revealing, in great detail, some of the uglier facets of 
society such as murder and prostitution.2  

Towards the end of the century, the value of sensationalism was 
being realised, particularly when W.T. Stead was appointed to the journalistic 
staff of the liberal Pall Mall Gazette, apparently at the behest of W.E. 
Gladstone, in 1880.3 Stead best captured the mood that was becoming more 
prevalent among journalists at the time with two essays, both written in 1886, 
entitled “Government by journalism” and “The future of journalism.” The 
main thrust of both works was that journalism was on a fast track to a golden 
era, in which it would literally become an agency of government with the 
prospect of wielding considerable influence in modern society.4 Perhaps the 
best illustration of that point was the way in which Stead had, the previous 
year, caused major legislative reform on the age of sexual consent following 
“The maiden tribute of modern Babylon,” his sensational exposé of a child 
prostitution ring in central London.5 Other journalists joined the debate, and 
while they shared Stead’s excitement at this new era of journalism, there was 
some disagreement as to how influential journalists could or should be in 
campaigning to alter public opinion, whatever the reality was in 
parliamentary politics. T.P. O’Connor was foremost among those who argued 
that newspapers needed to lighten up, embracing gossip, entertainment, sport 
and sensation. He added that politics should not rule the newsroom, and when 
they did appear in the paper should only be “familiar,” not in contradiction 
with the majority opinion of readers.6  

Within this context of the genesis of modern journalism, an 
understanding of the newsworthiness of death is vital to a better 
understanding of popular attitudes to mortality. The role of the journalist in 
the new schema gradually became one of reflecting, rather than changing, 
popular opinion. After years of trying to shape the political landscape of 
Britain, Alfred Harmsworth - the owner of the halfpenny Daily Mail - 
eventually conceded that newspapers could not radically alter public 
perceptions, and at best could merely perpetuate those perceptions within its 
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columns.7 John Horgan echoed those sentiments in the introduction to his 
Irish Media: A critical history since 1922 when he wrote of the way changes 
in Irish society have been reflected, through time, in the media and vice 
versa.8 The ways in which death manifested itself in the columns of 
newspapers, therefore, anticipated broad cultural trends in the way death was 
confronted by the public - not only in the newspapers they read, but also in 
the popular works of fiction, be they printed or, eventually, broadcast.  
 
1. Murder Journalism 

A pivotal moment in modern journalism was arrived at in 1888, 
when the district of Whitechapel was the scene for a series of murders that 
would give birth to the myth of “Jack the Ripper.”9 Beginning in August of 
that year and dominating newspaper columns throughout the winter, the 
affair provoked terror from newspaper readers all over Victorian Britain.10 
Chief among the purveyors the violence and sensation surrounding the affair 
was the Star newspaper, set up two years previously by liberal newspaper 
magnate Henry Labouchere. Following a poor election campaign for the 
liberals in 1886, Labouchere saw the need to reach out to the electorate 
through a new newspaper, one that could appeal to the reading tastes of the 
masses more effectively than any liberal paper had attempted before. T. P. 
O’Connor quickly became linked to the post of editor, and was favoured by 
Labouchere as someone who could write lively, inclusive and popular stories, 
and not just confine his work to politics. He went so far as to refer to him as 
“an always-to-be-depended-upon journalist… continually interesting and 
indeed with a touch of genius.” Viscount John Morley was also in contention 
for the job at the Star, and if experience and pedigree counted for anything he 
would probably have been made editor; a former Irish chief secretary, he had 
in the past edited the Fortnightly Review (1867-1882) and the Pall Mall 
Gazette (1880-1883). However, in 1883 he had been replaced at the Gazette 
by Stead, who had gone on to vastly increase the paper’s readership through 
the shock of the “Maiden Tribute.” Thus, it was no surprise that Morley 
continued to be eclipsed by the “new journalism” when O’Connor was 
chosen ahead of him to pilot the Star for Labouchere, for the simple reason 
that his main rival for the job had a reputation “of scholarly austerity rather 
than liveliness.”11 

O’Connor immediately set about putting his popular style into action 
at the Star, and had already built up a strong brand before reports of the first 
of the Whitechapel murders appeared in his columns in August 1888.12 
Throughout the affair, however, O’Connor cemented his reputation for 
sensationalism, and the newspaper’s reported sales figures spiked even 
further.13 He wrote the following on 1 October in reaction to the deaths of the 
fifth and sixth Whitechapel victims, Elizabeth Stride and Catherine Eddowes: 
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The terror of Whitechapel has walked again, and this time 
has marked down two victims, one hacked and disfigured 
beyond discovery, the other with her throat cut and torn. 
Again he has got away clear; and again the police, with 
wonderful frankness, confess that they have not a clue. 
They are waiting for a seventh and an eighth murder, just 
as they waited for a fifth, to help them to it. Meanwhile, 
Whitechapel is half-mad with fear. The people are afraid 
even to talk with a stranger. Notwithstanding the repeated 
proofs that the murderer has but one aim, and seeks but one 
class in the community, the spirit of terror has got fairly 
abroad, and no one knows what steps a practically 
defenceless community may take to protect itself or avenge 
itself on any luckless wight who may be taken for the 
enemy. It is the duty of journalists to keep their heads cool, 
and not inflame men’s passions when what is wanted is 
cool temper and clear thinking; and we shall try and write 
calmly about this new atrocity.14 

 
In that statement, O’Connor encapsulated the hysteria of the period. For over 
two months, the popular press described in minute detail the horrific nature 
of each of the killings to a shocked but nonetheless captive audience. 
However, while O’Connor stated that his paper would try to write calmly 
about the murders, the outlet of his sensationalism was anything but calm. 
Take the graphic description of the death of Limerick woman Mary Jane 
Kelly on 10 November 1888: 
 

The ears and nose had been clean cut off. The breasts had 
also been cleanly cut off...The stomach and abdomen had 
been ripped open, while the face was slashed about, so that 
the features of the poor creature were beyond all 
recognition.15 

 
Murder had been a prevalent subject in newspapers for some time before the 
Whitechapel affair, of course, but it was only in the aftermath of the 
departure towards sensationalism that journalists fully realised the extent of 
public fascination with the subject. Irish local newspapers, in particular, had 
frequently dealt with murder cases in their districts, and had even tended 
towards sensationalism at times, but not on the scale of O’Connor and the 
other “new journalists” of Fleet Street in the last nineteenth century.16 
Reports of the Whitechapel Murders in Ireland were few and far between, 
and those that did exist were comparatively restrained, dwelling more on the 
inability of the police to find the killer than on the number of stab wounds 
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inflicted on the latest victim.17 In that regard, they may not have caught as 
many eyes as the Fleet Street barons managed through their sensationalism. 
However, importantly they had still managed to tap into one of the crucial 
reasons why people were buying newspapers in bulk during the Whitechapael 
affair. 

It might be argued that the real selling point for the Whitechapel 
Murders as a news story was the mystery that surrounded “Jack the Ripper,” 
a persona who had been invented largely by the media. Ripperologists, as 
they have come to be known, still debate the killer’s identity to this day18, but 
Britons of the 1880s liked nothing better than the contemplation of a mystery. 
Take, for example, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, who first 
appeared in the 1887 novel, A Study in Scarlet. Although the Holmes series 
was not the father of the fictional detective genre - Edgar Allen Poe’s C. 
Augustine Dupin, who first appeared in 1841, was regarded by many as the 
template - Conan Doyle’s stories popularised the genre in Britain. This was a 
fact that was not only reflected by the huge sales enjoyed by the publishers, 
but also by the public outcry when Holmes was killed off by the villainous 
Professor Moriarty in “The Final Problem” in 1893. The reaction was so 
visceral that eight years later, in 1901, Doyle eventually caved in to pressure 
from both his readers and publishers and brought Holmes back in The Hound 
of the Baskervilles. The following year Doyle was knighted, primarily for his 
efforts as a propagandist during the Boer War, but the coincidence of the 
return of Holmes could not have been lost on many people.19 

In many ways, Sherlock Holmes was a prototype for the modern 
newspaper reader. While Dr Watson talks of him as having little interest in 
high literature and politics, Holmes was described in A Study in Scarlet as an 
expert in sensational literature, having a detailed knowledge of all manners of 
horror perpetrated throughout the nineteenth century.20 However, the real 
point of the Holmes mysteries was not the killings themselves, but the 
remarkable way in which Holmes solved the case - usually with practised air 
of consummate ease amid everyone else’s befuddlement. In one of his 
frequent cameos in the Holmes series, Inspector Lestrade has to concede 
admiration for his unofficial colleague when he says: 
 

We’re not jealous of you at Scotland Yard. No, sir, we are 
very proud of you, and if you come down to-morrow there's 
not a man, from the oldest inspector to the youngest 
constable, who wouldn't be glad to shake you by the 
hand.21  
 
In an era of uncertainty - in which the unsolved mysteries of 

Whitechapel loomed large - the figure of Holmes as a crime-cracking hero 
was particularly satisfying. The extent of the public outcry, so visceral as it 
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was to lead a jaded Conan Doyle to resuscitate Holmes, was entirely 
understandable as a result.  

Newspaper editors, of course, had little preoccupation with probing 
the reasons for the popular fascination with the Whitechapel murders. The 
simple fact that circulation was up spoke volumes to the fact that gritty 
events, reported in plain, accessible language, could catch the public 
imagination.22 However, the parallel between media coverage of murder and 
references, fictional or otherwise, to the subject in popular culture, can be 
traced well beyond the Holmes-Ripper comparison.  

The phenomenon of the gangland, for instance, is particularly 
resonant in Ireland at the present time. A number of Irish crime journalists 
have achieved a certain amount of celebrity in recent times, and two in 
particular - Martin O’Hagan and Veronica Guerin - have become martyrs in 
Irish journalistic lore after both were murdered. O’Hagan was shot by a 
group calling themselves the Red Hand defenders, a cover name for the 
Loyalist Volunteer Force in Northern Ireland, after the Sunday World 
journalist had exposed a combined campaign of sectarian assassinations 
against Catholics and a large illegal drugs distribution network.23 Guerin, 
meanwhile, became the subject of two films, When the Sky Falls (2000) and 
the more famous Jerry Bruckheimer offering, Veronica Guerin (2003), 
following her murder after several years of reporting on a growing criminal 
network in Ireland specialising in illegal drug selling and distribution, 
principally for the Sunday Independent. Her death led to the arrest of over 
150 people linked with organised criminal gangs in Ireland.24 Moreover, 
Ireland’s national broadcaster, RTE, recreated the gangland warfare motif in 
their premier drama series, Fair City, in many different ways over the past 
number of years. Perhaps their most successful effort came in 2003, when 
actor Stuart Dunne portrayed an unscrupulously callous crime boss named 
Billy Meehan, for which the actor earned an Irish Film and Television 
Awards (IFTA) nomination.25 

At the time of writing, the most noted crime writer in Ireland is Paul 
Williams of the Sunday World, who authored The General, a biography of a 
famous Dublin criminal Martin Cahill, who came to prominence for the 
robbery of valuable jewellery and artwork, particular the family collection of 
art in Russborough House, which he stole in 1986.26 Cahill, in turn, was the 
subject of a film based directly on Williams’ book called The General 
(1998), directed by John Boorman. Furthermore, another film directed by 
Thadeus O’Sullivan and starring Kevin Spacey, entitled Ordinary Decent 
Criminal, was also loosely based on Cahill. The extent of the influence 
Williams wields in Irish society as a result of his investigations was apparent 
as recently as May 2007, when he was embroiled in a confrontation on an 
Irish radio programme with one of his subjects, Alan Bradley. An argument 
had ensued between the pair in which Williams claimed Bradley was being 
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investigated for the murder of a Latvian housewife living in north Dublin. 
One of Bradley’s associates, John Daly, called into the show via mobile 
phone, despite the fact he was serving a nine-year prison sentence in 
Portlaoise prison, to show solidarity with Bradley before berating and 
threatening Williams. There immediately followed an outpouring of public 
support for Williams on the programme, and recriminations followed as to 
how a convicted armed robber could have access to a mobile phone in 
prison.27 Later that month, the Irish justice minister Michael McDowell lost 
his seat in the general election, and quickly retired from political life.28 In 
many ways, Williams has become for a large section of the Irish people what 
Sherlock Holmes was at the turn of the twentieth century in London. 

However, one question that must be broached at this juncture is how 
the coverage of murder cases might constitute socially responsible 
journalism. The undoubted newsworthiness of murder presents its problems 
in terms of media ethics; indeed, the issue of the ethical justification for 
covering horrific crime is a subject that has been debated since before 
Whitechapel. At many points in the history of journalism, the sight of a new 
departure in the craft has led to a flurry of criticism. Ornberg and Jonsson 
argue that three eras of innovation in American journalism - those of the 
advent of the penny press in the 1830s, the entrance of Joseph Pulitzer into 
the media environment in the 1880s and the subsequent “yellow journalism 
war” which began in 1895 as a clash of sensationalist styles between the New 
York Journal and the Sunday World - were all met with scathing criticism. In 
all events, the new style of journalism being propounded was branded as too 
sensational and emotional, with the result being a loss of respectability in the 
profession.29 In Britain and Ireland, the same was ultimately true of the “new 
journalism.” W.T. Stead in particular came in for some particularly cutting 
criticism. Gladstone, who had reputedly been a supporter of his in the past, 
said Stead had “done more harm to journalism than any other individual ever 
known,” while the National Review dubbed him “a mass of vanity,” a 
“crank,” and an “egregious emissary.”30 Perhaps the most famous description 
of the “new journalism” propounded by Stead and O’Connor came from 
Matthew Arnold, who called it “feather-brained” in its treatment of news 
values.31  

In Ireland some of the most sustained arguments were made against 
the use of sensationalism and the publication of murder cases. In 1922, David 
Barry wrote in the Irish Ecclesiastical Record that while there was no 
denying that the newspaper had become a major, if not the main, source of 
information for the general public, the dangers of its prominence were 
apparent. “It is clear that a sound and operative public opinion regarding the 
claims of religion and morality can hardly be hoped for,” Barry wrote, “if the 
exhortations from the pulpit on Sunday, and the edifying example given by 
those who are comparatively few, have to withstand a debased tone and 
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scandalous reports in the papers to which nearly all have access every day.” 
This included transgression of the eighth commandment, according to Barry. 
Journalists failed to “consult the welfare of a neighbour’s soul” when they 
sought to implicate him or her in some sort of scandal, in which case 
circumstances have made them “deal in half-truths and paint a distorted 
picture of events and opinions.” This included the impact the publication of 
all the gritty details could have on the friends of family of a murder victim. In 
a heightened competitive atmosphere in an industry now thriving on 
sensation and scandal in the wake of Stead, O’Connor and others, these 
dangers were being realised on a daily basis, Barry contended. In addition, 
newspapers were liable to tone down the horror of certain crimes and in 
doing so harden readers’ feelings and “mislead their conscience.” He 
continued: “The publication of every crime is, no doubt, more or less likely 
to lead those who are weak to its communion by familiarising their minds 
with it, lessening their abhorrence of it, and showing them that the 
perpetration of it is not unthinkable.”32 

An editorial in the Irish Review the following year concurred with 
these sentiments. “We wonder,” they wrote, “if it is realised the extent to 
which the daily press is responsible for the present condition of the country. 
The incessant reporting, of every outrage, is a direct factor in the creation of 
further disturbance and outrage.”33 These criticisms have endured throughout 
the twentieth century, and in the present climate are supported by the 
perception that journalists have ignored their social responsibility in the 
coverage of murder through their obvious selection bias. Richard Lundman 
has argued that previous research into journalism’s selection bias in relation 
to the coverage of murders has provided an incomplete picture of 
newsworthiness as novelty. If novelty had equated to value in terms of the 
selection of news, then there would be a much higher proportion of reportage 
of what might be termed unusual murder cases than was clearly the case. 
Instead, journalists reflected “long-standing and pervasive race and gender 
typifications” in their choices, reporting on murders committed by men, not 
women, and blacks, not whites.34 But perhaps the most succinct, if 
disputable, piece of criticism was provided by Vincent Browne, the editor of 
Irish current affairs magazine Village, when he wrote recently that “crime 
journalism is … a debased form of the trade because it relies almost entirely 
on two unreliable sources: police and criminals.”35 

However, there remains a vocal response to critics of murder 
journalism. While Ornberg and Jonsson highlighted the historical tradition of 
opposition to sensationalist departures in British and American journalism, 
they challenged the idea that tabloid journalism somehow equated to bad 
journalism. The fact that the tabloid constituted a journalistic “other” to those 
resistant to change greatly increased the size of the public sphere in which 



Mark Wehrly 

______________________________________________________________ 

 

113 

journalism dwelt, while the results of tabloid journalism have had plenty of 
positive aspects: 
 

Being unabashedly emotional does not seem to have 
stopped the penny press from having a bettering influence 
on issues of great importance to the poor and 
disenfranchised in the society of its time.36 

 
This last point is one that supporters of sensationalist journalism have 
consistently used to extol the social benefits of such a method. The Sunday 
World illustrated this point with an advertising campaign that included a 
picture of Paul Williams on the side of double-decker busses throughout 
Dublin with the catch-line “Who keeps an eye on the bad guys.” Rebekah 
Wade was also keen to stress this point following the rape and murder of an 
eight-year-old girl, Sarah Payne, in 2000. The News of the World, edited by 
Wade, embarked on a name-and-shame campaign against paedophiles during 
which the paper sought to introduce ‘Sarah’s law,’ a measure which would 
have given controlled public access to the sex offenders register. During the 
campaign, the News of the World’s sales figures doubled.37 In such ways, the 
journalism of murder has sought to change society, so that out of such 
tragedy some good might occur, but the question of whether the positives 
outweigh the negatives continues to be debated. At present, the media 
coverage surrounding the disappearance of the three-year-old Madeline 
McCann from a holiday apartment in Portugal illustrates both sides of the 
argument. While the media at large have been instrumental in the search, they 
have also been criticised for their selection bias. One commentator went so 
far as to say that the huge mobilisation of attention on the case was due to the 
fact that the girl was “English, white, and the daughter of doctors.” 
Meanwhile, the disappearance of innumerable Portuguese or immigrant 
children had drawn scant attention from the press.38 
 
2.  Conclusion and Other Avenues of Investigation  

Regardless of the positives and negatives of murder journalism, it is 
important to acknowledge that the issue of death in journalism constitutes 
more than merely crime reporting. The past twenty years have been important 
in reviving the journalistic tradition of commemoration - one of the oldest 
remaining facets of the craft. Obituary columns, despite fluctuating fortunes, 
were thriving until 1914, but thereafter they became one of the casualties 
caused by the squeeze on space created by paper rationing of two world wars 
and the continual move of the newspaper industry away from the literary and 
more towards pop culture. In the meantime, they became devalued in a 
literary sense, and were more a preserve of the cub reporter than that of an 
esteemed, proven journalist. However, with Hugh Massingberd becoming the 
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obituaries editor at the Daily Telegraph and James Ferguson taking up the 
same post at the Independent in the 1980s, new life was breathed into the 
obituary column. In America, a similar revival occurred as editors sought to 
find ways to make the newspaper an intelligent, yet readable, alternative to 
television news. In such a way, the obituary has reasserted itself as key to the 
formation of an identity for print journalism that is quite separate to that of 
the broadcast media. The outcome is that the obituary column has become a 
place where the newspaper has license to express itself, perhaps more freely 
than most others. As Nigel Starck has argued, “quite simply, the best 
obituaries of today,” meaning those that do not adhere to the principle of 
reverential voice and faithful recitation of the subject’s CV - instead devising 
an inventive and witty review of their life - “are sublime to read.”39 In this 
way, a new tradition has been initiated in the past twenty years, one which 
seeks to find another way in which death and journalism can become 
associated. However, it has not over-ridden the better-understood tradition 
within crime journalism that has made death and journalism synonymous 
through murder; it is simply another way in which newspaper readers are 
made to confront mortality. 

Another area that has not been touched upon here is that of mass 
murder. Media coverage of the first and second world wars or the 9/11 and 
7/7 terrorist attacks also constitute examples of the way journalism confronts 
death. But while war and mass murder are more extensive subjects in human 
terms, the tradition of crime reporting has been, for the past century, perhaps 
the most institutionalised way within the profession of journalism in which 
death and journalism coalesce. The way in which the human-interest value of 
the individualised murder story has played a seminal role in the history of 
journalism throughout the twentieth century has profound lessons for 
journalism. The role journalism has played in the way death, particularly 
murder, is perceived in popular culture, cannot be underestimated, and as 
such provides a window to public perceptions of mortality. It has frightened, 
but it has also fascinated - and for both those simple reasons, in spite of 
ethical dilemmas, it has bound column inches to the nails of coffins, in much 
the same ways, for over a century. 
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